

[image: ]


[image: ]


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, organizations, institutions, businesses, locales, and events are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. All characters appearing in this work are entirely the work of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage or retrieval system, without written permission of the author.

Copyright © 2023 by Linda Wells

All rights reserved.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2023902731


Prologue

The graduation party was lit. Pounding hip-hop reverberated through the usually quiet, upscale neighborhood. Teens were chilling and passing joints on the front lawn, wandering in the street drinking beer, and cruising past the party house honking their horns in celebration. The black SUV maneuvered past the partiers and eased in behind a minivan parked at the end of a string of cars two blocks away. The driver shut off the engine, slumped down in the seat, and waited.

The dashboard clock glowed midnight when the driver, wearing jogging shorts, a black nylon jacket, and a baseball cap, stepped out of the SUV. Bursts of laughter and the scent of marijuana drifted through the night air. No one noticed the darkly clad figure jogging in the opposite direction of the party before vanishing into the shrubs of a Mediterranean-style home a half mile away.

As the moon slipped behind a layer of clouds, the figure hid in the thick hedges lining the property. Floodlights illuminated the circular driveway, the first-floor windows, and the double entry doors flanked by stately white columns. The figure in the shadows focused on the red Miata parked in the driveway.

Suddenly the front door opened. The figure’s eyes locked on the slender woman who emerged. She was wearing a shimmery halter and tight slacks and carrying a pair of high heels, with a purse slung over her shoulder. Her long black hair blew in the light breeze as she got into the car. The obscured figure watched as she pulled out of the driveway and the red taillights disappeared from view.

The figure waited for thirty minutes, going through a mental checklist, before moving in a low crouch along the perimeter of the property to the rear of the house. The recon had paid off. The figure knew the locations of the security camera gaps. Gloves and mask in place, the figure patted the 9mm under the jacket, then crept across the terrace to the sliding glass doors. With precise movements, the killer was inside the house.

It was time.


Chapter 1

Midnight Beach

Friday

Leigh Prentiss gripped the steering wheel so tightly that her knuckles had turned white and her fingers ached. Damn it! Her stomach was still churning over the argument she’d had with Garrett. Why did he have to ruin our last morning together? She stretched her fingers before grasping the steering wheel again. After taking several deep, calming breaths, she turned up the volume on the radio, hoping a little Carrie Underwood would improve her mood, but so far it wasn’t working. Nothing had worked lately. She’d been looking forward to this family vacation for months, a vacation she and Garrett had planned together. Then at the last minute, he’d backed out and left her to break the news to their two children. That was what had finally gotten to her. She could handle the disappointment, but why did he have to let the kids down? She glanced over at Jay, who was staring at his phone. She could see Jenny in the rearview mirror, quietly reading.

Leigh had to stop thinking about their argument and concentrate on her driving. The Friday-morning traffic had been heavy. It had taken three hours instead of the usual two to drive from Sand Lake in central Florida to Midnight Beach on the East Coast. But what else could she expect in early June at the beginning of summer vacation? June was Leigh’s favorite month to vacation at the beach. It was the end of the school year for her and the kids, and she and Garrett had made it their family tradition to celebrate at the beach. Until this year. (Leigh taught tenth-grade English at Sand Lake High School.)

As she approached the causeway bridge, Leigh touched the brake lightly with the toe of her tennis shoe to slow the white Lincoln Navigator to the strictly enforced thirty-five-miles-per-hour speed limit. A speeding ticket is the last thing I need. She’d managed a quick glimpse at the Welcome to Midnight Beach billboard with the idyllic young couple reclining under a yellow beach umbrella, the brilliant blue ocean with frothy whitecaps in the background and their two tow-haired children playing in the pristine white sand at their feet. The iconic landmark had been there as long as Leigh could remember. The sign had been repainted many times but only to refresh the faded colors that time and weather had dulled. The ageless couple and their ageless offspring hadn’t changed one bit in all the years it had been there.

That quick glimpse of the billboard filled Leigh with excitement and anticipation, but the feeling slipped away when she remembered the harsh words she and Garrett had exchanged before he left the house earlier this morning, leaving her glaring at him through the front door as he drove off. The morning had been tense, and she blamed Garrett. He’d said he’d help her pack the car, but as usual he had to leave early for an important meeting at his law firm. She hadn’t been able to stop herself from snapping at him, which made Garrett even angrier. It was always something that kept him away from the family. Away from me. She gripped the steering wheel even tighter.

Leigh didn’t know why things had gotten so strained between them. In fact, she couldn’t understand him at all lately. She’d organized everything for the family vacation, including staying up until 1:00 a.m. to post her students’ final grades. Then she’d gotten up early to load the SUV by herself, including the kids’ clothing, two weeks’ worth of household items, Jenny’s toys and books, and a special gift for Kristen. (Leigh and Jenny had picked out a silver seashell charm bracelet as a keepsake.) But after the morning’s harsh exchange, Garrett had left without bothering to say goodbye. That had really stung. They rarely parted without a kiss, even for a quick errand.

Last night at dinner, Leigh had tried coaxing him into going with them. Jay and Jenny had joined in her efforts, begging him to come. Jenny had cuddled up to her dad and kissed his cheek, which Leigh could tell nearly broke down his defenses. But in the end, he’d gotten mad and left them all sitting at the dining room table, wondering what they’d done to make him react in such an angry way. Jenny started crying, believing it was her fault. But Leigh reassured the children that their dad was working hard on an important case, and he wasn’t really mad at them; he was upset because he couldn’t go with them. In her heart she was trying to convince herself it had nothing to do with any of them, including her.

Leigh should have known better. Garrett couldn’t be talked into anything. Not going to any of Jay’s baseball games or Jenny’s dance recitals. Not anything. Not even making love to me. The worry was there. And the longing for him and the way it used to be. The instant turn-on, out of the blue. They could be doing the most mundane thing, like watching television or reading the newspaper, and he’d grab her hand, not looking at her, and hold it against his mouth, his lips warm against her skin as he nuzzled it, not letting go. She’d lean against his shoulder, and he’d pull her against him. Her body would reflexively fill with the deep inner warmth of longing and anticipation of what was going to happen later, in their private world, after the kids were asleep.

So what’s wrong? Leigh kept asking herself. Garrett was physically present but emotionally distant. She couldn’t reach him. She’d tried. But even with the distance so thick and impenetrable between them, occasionally, when he was lying next to her in the dark, she could hear him breathing irregularly, sensing he was awake. She’d feel her body grow tense, and she’d lie as still as she could, certain he could hear her heart pounding, waiting and wanting. Then Garrett would shift his body slowly toward her, slide the slender strap of her silk nightgown off her shoulder, and lightly kiss the curve of her neck. His mouth on her skin was like an electric shock that sent a vibration deep into her core. She wouldn’t move as he slid his hand under her gown and touched her bare skin lightly with his fingertips before lowering his face toward hers and gently kissing her mouth. At that moment his groan of longing would excite them both into fierce lovemaking. Afterward, he would fall onto his back and slip into a restless sleep, and Leigh couldn’t stop herself from lying as close to his body as she could. She felt his love even if he couldn’t say the words. She knew she’d keep waiting for him to come back to her. From whatever secret, faraway place he’d gone. But the waiting was getting harder and harder.

She brought herself back to the present until bittersweet memories flooded her as she thought about the billboard. It always had that effect on her. When she and her four-years-younger sister, Kristen, were kids, they’d squeal and jump up and down on the back seat of their parents’ car every time they spotted the welcoming sign. She missed those long-ago days with her sister and mom and dad, when life was secure and predictable and carefree. She’d never stopped feeling that rush of excitement every time she saw the billboard, a warm reminder of her past and the happy times they’d spent together as a family at the beach.

Leigh couldn’t imagine why the family-friendly beach town had such a mysterious name. As a child, the name had stirred her imagination. She’d fantasized about sea monsters or ghost ships lost in thick fog out in the deep ocean, or being stranded in the dead of night in a fierce hurricane, or the murky shadows that bumped against her legs when she swam in the swirling water. Even now there were moments when the beach felt strangely ominous—especially when she took late-night solitary walks, and the starless sky met the inky dark waters or the ocean shimmered with a mystical radiance under the full moon. Other times the beach felt dark and foreboding, especially when the fog hung low, the water blanketed by a thick mist that rendered it almost invisible, and the only sound she heard was the waves crashing against the shore. But those fearful thoughts were fleeting, disappearing in the morning sunlight. Mornings always made her deep, dark fears and gloomy moods disappear.

Midnight Beach had always meant fun, sun, and sand, first with Kristen and their parents, then as a teenager with her best friends. That was the most fun, or at the least the most memorable. She shook her head. No, not the most memorable. Seeing Garrett for the first time. That was the most memorable moment ever. It was more of a glimpse, but one glimpse was all it took.

Leigh looked over at her teenage son, earbuds and sunglasses, his head tipped down staring at his cell phone. His resemblance to his father was startling at times, and it took her back to the beginning, when she and Garrett were living their happily ever after and planning for their future. She steadied her breathing and swallowed the unexpected sob that welled in her throat.

“We just passed the sign, Jay,” she said, managing to keep her voice from shaking.

“The sign” was code for the billboard. The whole family knew what that meant—they’d arrived in Midnight Beach. Jay looked up and glanced out the car window, then back down at his phone. That was the only acknowledgment she was going to get.

Leigh took another quick glance at the lanky teenage boy in the passenger seat. Jay’s tawny hair was tousled and finger brushed “straight up” in the front, cropped on the sides, and he had glistening blond peach fuzz on his upper lip. She could see the blueprint marking the framework of the man he would become. He’d look like his father—tall, handsome, lean, with the air of confidence already baked in. He’d come by it naturally. He had lots of friends, good grades, and a girlfriend who was the envy of his friends. When Leigh first saw Hannah, she knew Jay would fall for her. A beautiful girl with dewy, fresh-scrubbed skin, soft brown hair, and straight teeth—definitely homecoming queen material. She was serious too. Like Jay. She was the reason Jay hadn’t wanted to join the family on the trip, but too bad. He was too young to leave home alone. Besides which, it was a family vacation. Their tradition. She wasn’t going to let him out of it. She told Jay that Hannah could come and spend time at the beach with them. Jay was resigned to that, and Hannah’s parents had agreed. They were Leigh and Garrett’s friends from the club, and Leigh felt reassured by their friendship.

Leigh glanced in the rearview mirror. Jenny was tucked into her seat belt, her nose deep in a Judy Moody book, reading to herself in a low, unintelligible mumble. She seemed oblivious to everything around her. She loved school, especially reading, and was the spitting image of her aunt Kristen, with long blond hair and green, upturned eyes. But that was where the resemblance ended. She was the quiet child, reminding Leigh of herself when she was seven. She always wanted to do well at school and was never happy unless she was making As. Jenny would be the family success story.

Leigh was glad they were going away. Even without Garrett. Relief spread through her. Especially without Garrett. She felt that sudden grabbing pain in her stomach followed by a stabbing wave of guilt. She pressed her lips together, trying to contain the negative emotions, but it had become impossible. It was reflexive when she thought of her husband. She hated the way he made her feel. Nervous, wrung out, and pissed off. At least that was how it was lately. She couldn’t remember exactly when he’d started to pull away, but it was sometime after the Christmas break, at the beginning of the second semester. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it. It felt like forever. He’d known about their family vacation, but something had come up at the last minute. It always did. Now she was glad. I’ll have fun without him. But deep in her heart, she wanted him to be with them. To be a family again. To have that feeling come back again, the one she remembered when he’d wrapped his arms around her and told her he loved her. When they could read each other’s thoughts without saying a word. She wanted it back.

Leigh sighed. She realized she’d been holding her breath as her mind drifted. She tried to bring her thoughts back to the present. Living in the moment was her goal, but it wasn’t easy. In fact, it was getting harder. The past seemed to hold all her longings and happiest memories, and she liked fantasizing about the what-ifs in her life, even if they were faded dreams. She’d caught herself doing it more often lately. Too often.

Leigh lowered the window, and sea air rushed into the car. She inhaled the wonderful salt scent deep into her lungs. She loved the feeling and the revitalizing effect it had on her. It brought back all the happy memories from the past. She remembered when her mother could make everything better by hugging her and saying the simple words “Everything will be all right, Leigh, I promise,” and she’d smile her sweet smile. Her mother would sweep her bangs off her forehead, and with that one loving touch that warmed her insides, her sadness and fears went away.

Her parents, Lou and Marjorie Sumner, spent occasional weekends and every summer vacation at Midnight Beach when their dad had a week off from the plant. While their mom sunbathed in a lounge chair nearby, Leigh and Kristen made sandcastles, held hands as they ran into the waves, and collected seashells. Their dad liked walking on the beach with his homemade metal detector, looking for loose change or the occasional treasure of a lost ring or watch. In the evenings they’d splashed in the motel pool while their parents drank cocktails and played cards with their friends, the Jackmans. She remembered her and Kristen’s soggy swimming suits filled with sand and hung over the shower rod in the bathroom that always smelled like mildew. She and Kristen had the perfect childhood, and only now did she realize how truly perfect it had been. Now that she felt she was losing control of her thoughts. And her life.

Leigh focused on the road ahead as she drove over the causeway bridge that curved onto the main thoroughfare of downtown Midnight Beach. She was relieved to see little had changed in the family-friendly beach town except for the new Walmart and the Dollar Store. She drove past Surf ’n Turf, a surfboard and skateboard shop; the Sea Breeze Sidewalk Café; Mary Anne’s Gift Shop; and the upscale clothing store, Sunny Chic. And there was Dragon Kites, with colorful kites swaying in the breeze over the sidewalk, and Swimsuit World, and Angler’s Paradise, with its usual steady stream of customers.

Palm trees and flowers filled the median, and a bright yellow banner waved overhead, announcing the upcoming summer music festival. That sounds like fun. Her sister was coming in for the weekend. They could go to the festival—it would be a déjà vu experience. She and Kristen had gone to lots of concerts at the Pavilion in Sunset Park when they were teens. They’d been inseparable and were still best friends. Thank God for that. Kristen was her confidante and one of the only solid things left in her life now that their parents were gone.

It was strange realizing she and Kristen were now in the top tier of the family. She doubted Kristen ever thought about being part of the older generation. Kristen seemed to breeze through life, and Leigh envied her. She had the gift of being emotionally detached. Even from her bitter divorce. Nothing ever bothers Kristen, at least not for long. Her younger sister had an upbeat disposition that was infectious, and Leigh loved being around her. And Jay and Jenny loved their fun-loving, wild-around-the-edges aunt Kristen. Leigh smiled, thinking of how much fun they were all going to have together.

The afternoon sun poured in through the sunroof, warming the tops of her thighs and forearms. Leigh’s skin glistened with a transparent sheen of sweat in spite of the cool blast from the air conditioner. Her skin had a healthy, tanned glow. Garrett used to trace her tan lines with his fingertips when they were naked in bed together. She tried but couldn’t remember the last time he’d done that. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time they’d made love. She shook her head, trying to dismiss the negative thoughts. She didn’t want to go there, not right now. Not with the week ahead of her. But Tennyson’s quote “The quiet sense of something lost” kept replaying in her head. If only she could erase her lingering doubts. If only Garrett had said he wanted to come. But he hadn’t. Those simple words would have been all it took. They would have been enough.

The four-lane road through the business district ended at a T intersection, and Leigh slowed the SUV to a stop as the light turned from yellow to red. Looking straight ahead beyond the grassy dune, Leigh caught her first glimpse of the Atlantic, a stunning view that always caught her by surprise. The water sparkled like diamonds, the sun glinting off the blue water. Seagulls fluttered and dipped above the whitecaps, and fluffy white clouds floated high overhead.

The light turned green, and she turned right onto the four-lane coastal highway. She remembered when it used to be two-lane blacktop with high grass and palmetto bushes lining the road. Traffic lightened as she drove past rows of expensive beachfront hotels and condominiums, and then several miles farther, luxury homes and cottages began to spring up.

Leigh opened the sunroof, letting the salt-scented air rush into the car. As she breathed in the balmy fragrance, long-ago memories began to stir and flow through her, transporting her to the past. The warm nights on the beach, walking with Garrett, the salty taste of his lips when they kissed, the feelings of desire when he held her body close against his. Those beginning days that stretched into weeks and months of learning every angle and plane of his body were magical and unforgettable. She brushed the longing thoughts away, not wanting to think of him now.

Instead she concentrated on looking for the turn. Not far ahead she saw it—the carved wooden sign that marked Driftwood Lane, its entrance neatly tucked between overgrown azalea bushes covered with pink blossoms. She made the turn and followed the curved driveway that led to the home she and Garrett had always dreamed of owning. The picturesque house was framed by tall, slender areca palm trees. The front lawn was landscaped with a sculpted rock garden of palmetto palms nestled in thick ferns and a bright-pink crepe myrtle covered with blossoms. Orange jasmine, pink camellias, and gardenias added beauty and fragrance to the lush garden. The white double garage doors were framed by two huge ceramic pots, each containing a dwarf palm with a mix of colorful tropical plants at their base. The house sat facing the ocean, fifty yards from the dunes. The three-story beach house was pastel yellow with white shutters and a gray, peaked tile roof. The third story was a loft with a bedroom and bath and a private deck with a view that always took Leigh’s breath away. Jay had claimed that room for his own.

Leigh was overcome with gratitude each time she saw their home. She still couldn’t believe it was theirs. She had always dreamed of owning a beach house, and Garrett wanted an investment property, so it had worked out perfectly for them both. He could entertain clients, and she had a weekend getaway. After the kids came, the house became mostly her and the kids’ summer retreat. Garrett’s law practice had grown and kept him busy, even on the weekends. She’d complained for a while but finally gave up and began to enjoy having the place all to herself. Without him. When he did carve out time for them, it had to be convenient to his schedule, not theirs. She tried to understand, but sometimes her frustrations came to a boiling point. But that usually backfired. When she did complain that he never spent enough time with her or the kids, he reminded her of the long hours he had to work to pay for their expensive lifestyle, including their two lavish homes, her golf and tennis lessons, the country club membership, the kids’ summer camp, and their college fund.

She hated the pressure he placed on them. Jenny wasn’t too aware of it yet, but Jay was showing signs of anxiety, and he was becoming overtly rebellious. When she’d mentioned her concerns to Garrett, he told her Jay was a normal teenage boy, making good grades, and that she was silly to worry. But the hours Jay spent alone in his room worried her.

As for the country club, Leigh never felt she fit in, even though she tried for Garrett’s sake. In the summer she played golf with the ladies’ group on Tuesday mornings, and it had become routine for her and Garrett to attend the Saturday-night dinner dances that included rich gourmet meals, copious drinking, and requisite dancing until well past midnight.

The Prentiss name meant everything to Garrett, and he’d followed in his father’s footsteps by becoming an attorney and soon after being elected to Sand Lake’s city council. His parents had been club members, and Garrett liked maintaining the family tradition of membership in the prestigious club. His dad had often reminded him that the best business deals were made on the nineteenth hole, frequently over scotch and soda. Leigh told Garrett that era had long since passed, but he had grown up at the club and wanted all the bells and whistles that the membership offered.

Image meant a lot to Garrett. It made him feel like he’d made it, while Leigh felt she was living someone else’s life. Her parents could barely afford membership in the community pool and rec center. But she went along with Garrett to please him, and he loved her for it. Family tradition meant everything to him, and she had to admit she liked being part of the Prentiss legacy. It was a small price to pay for marital happiness, and she had become accustomed to all the privileges that came with having the last name Prentiss. It carried a lot of weight in Sand Lake. Everything in life was a trade-off, she’d learned, and Leigh felt she’d earned the freedom and solace she enjoyed at the beach house.

Leigh pulled up in front of one of the garage doors, touched the opener, pulled the SUV inside, and turned off the engine. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dimly lit interior.

“We’re here, kids,” Leigh said cheerfully, sliding her sunglasses up into her hair.

Jay looked up from his phone, irritated at being interrupted.

From the back seat, Jenny said, “I’m hungry, Mom.”

“Okay, honey. We’ll eat soon. Let’s carry a few things inside, then we’ll go have lunch.”

“Let’s go now,” she whined, crossing her arms in front of her chest.

Leigh realized she should have stopped for lunch before coming to the house. Now she’d have to listen to their bickering and complaints. She didn’t feel hungry herself these days, sometimes even forgetting to eat.

“We’ll just take a few minutes to check out the house, then we’ll go to Landon’s for lunch.”

Landon’s was their favorite sandwich and ice cream shop, just two miles down the beachfront road. Landon’s was not only a popular tourist spot but a favorite of Midnight Beach residents as well, with its ocean-side patio and old-fashioned video games. Jay shrugged; she took that as a yes. She was getting used to his sulky attitude. Teenage boys were easier than teenage girls, she’d heard, but they were also hard to read. But she was learning.

Leigh got out of the SUV and looked around the garage’s interior. Everything appeared to be in its place. The storage compartment at the far end held the sports equipment plus beach chairs and rafts. Jay’s surfboard was leaning against the wall under the stairs in its usual spot, and the kayak Garrett bought last year was on brackets up on the back wall. He’d used it only twice last summer. Maybe this year. She opened the rear hatch of the SUV and handed Jay a box of kitchen supplies. Jenny grabbed her doll, Bella, jumped out of the back seat, and ran out of the garage. She skipped to the sidewalk, which wrapped around the side of the house. Leigh and Jay grabbed items from the rear of the SUV and followed closely behind her, up the wooden steps on the side of the house and onto the deck.

The teak umbrella table and chairs with white cushions were a cheerful, welcoming sight. Hanging next to the French doors, the seashell wind chime swayed in the ocean breeze. Jenny and Garrett had made it as a surprise for Leigh. Jenny had collected the pink, white, and purple shells; Garrett had drilled the holes through them; and Jenny had strung them together, adding sparkling beads between each shell. Garrett helped her hang them from a piece of driftwood he’d found on the beach. Jenny had been so proud of the unique art piece she and her dad had made together. Leigh reached up and touched it, making the shells tinkle and glimmer in the afternoon sun. Jenny, standing next to the railing, looked over at her mother when she heard the tinkling sound. Leigh walked over and put her arm around Jenny. The tide was out, and the sand was dark gray and shiny. The afternoon sun felt warm, but the onshore breeze gave her a sudden chill.

“Come on, Mom.” Jay was standing by the door, scowling. “Unlock the door, please.”

She fished through her canvas tote bag for the keys. “Sorry, honey,” she said, walking over to join him at the door.

She balanced the box on her hip, stuck the key in the lock, and opened the door. After she punched in the code on the security alarm keypad, Jay and Jenny ran ahead of her into the cool interior. Jay crossed the spacious family room into the kitchen and set the box of supplies on top of the center island. He ran up the open staircase, across the bridge overlooking the family room, and disappeared up the spiral staircase into the loft.

Leigh looked around, pleased to see that Shore Realty had done a thorough cleaning after her best friend, Dani Levin, one of Garrett’s law partners, and Gil Rossi, Dani’s fiancé, had spent a week vacationing there. Everything looked pristine and lovely. An abstract painting of the ocean with streaks of white, blue, and turquoise hung over the gray modular sofa accented with turquoise, navy, and white accent pillows. An L-shaped glass coffee table with a tall turquoise candle and a white shag area rug completed the modern decor. Seagull figurines graced the antiqued white end tables. A gold-tinted swirled-glass chandelier hung from the ceiling. An antiqued white bookcase with games, books, and DVDs sat under the wall-mounted flat-screen television. French doors opened onto the deck, and floor-to-ceiling windows filled the room with light and allowed for a perfect ocean view.

Leigh had designed the kitchen with white cabinets with gold hardware, marble countertops, and a backsplash of azure blue and turquoise tiles that reflected the colors of the ocean. A center island with aqua cabinets and a white marble countertop sat in the middle of the kitchen, a trio of gold crystal lamps suspended overhead and six swivel barstools with leather cushions lined up along one side.

Tall palm trees swayed in the breeze just outside a picture window overlooking the driveway and lush gardens. An antique white dining room table with eight white upholstered chairs sat in the dining area between the kitchen and living room. A white conch shell decorated a corner of the kitchen counter.

Leigh saw the huge gift basket of delicious treats wrapped in yellow cellophane in the middle of the table, a big teddy bear sitting next to it. A telescope on a tripod was sitting next to the picture window, a tag hanging from it.

“Jenny, look!” exclaimed Leigh, pointing at the gift basket. Jenny ran over, and Leigh handed the bear to Jenny. “Doesn’t this look awesome?” Leigh took a photo of Jenny hugging the bear.

Leigh walked back to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, pleased to see it had been well stocked with basics, plus beer, white wine, cheeses, and frozen vegetables, another perk offered by Shore Realty. She was surprised to see a bottle of French champagne with a card attached by a shiny gold ribbon tied around its neck. She slipped the ribbon off the bottle and opened the card. How sweet, she thought, reading the gracious thank-you note from Dani and Gil. Dani and Gil’s wedding would be in October. I’ll save it for her bridal shower. She and Dani had hit it off the moment they’d met. She was grateful Dani had represented Kristen in her divorce, and from what Kristen had told Leigh, everything had gone perfectly.

Jay stomped down the stairs and said, “Let’s go eat, Mom.”

“Did you see what Dani and Gil gave you?” asked Leigh, pointing toward the telescope.

His angry tone changed when he saw the telescope. “They gave it to me?”

“Your name is on the tag,” she replied.

Jay rushed over to the telescope and bent down to stare through the lens. “Mom, this is so cool. Can I take it to my room?”

“Of course, honey,” she said. “Your deck will be perfect for stargazing or even scanning the horizon for big ships.”

“Wow,” he exclaimed, staring through the lens.

Leigh snapped a quick photo of Jay and the telescope and sent it to Dani with the text message Thank you!

The next text was to Garrett, letting him know they’d arrived safely. As if he cares. The text was brief. We’re here. House looks great. Going to Landon’s. She’d call him later, even though he’d probably be too busy to talk. She knew she had to drop the attitude. Of course he cared; she knew that, and she didn’t want the kids to pick up on her frustrations. She never wanted to diminish Garrett in their eyes. That would serve no purpose except to hurt them.

Jenny had found the remote and was flipping through the channels on the large flat screen mounted on the wall. She was leaning back against an overstuffed pillow, clutching her doll and new teddy bear, twisting a strand of her long blond hair, and staring at the animated figures on the television. Leigh gave her a light kiss on top of her head, then went upstairs to the master suite located at the front of the house facing the ocean. The bedroom was light and airy, with French doors that opened onto its own private deck. The master suite was decorated in a neutral palette of whites and creams, with teak planks across the ceiling. Next to the bed sat a teakwood love seat with overstuffed white cushions and taupe and white accent pillows. A rattan hanging lamp was tucked in the corner. An abstract painting of yellow, gray, and blue geometric patterns hung above the bed. The bathroom was all white marble with gold fixtures, complete with a sunken tub and a wall of glass behind it facing the ocean.

As Leigh glanced around the room, her eyes fell on the crystal bowl filled with seashells sitting on top of the bureau. She picked up the bowl and inhaled the trace of sea scent still clinging to the shells. She placed the bowl back on the dresser, then stopped to look at the framed photo of her, Garrett, Jay, and Jenny. She picked up the photo and studied the details, remembering the day vividly.

The four of them were standing on the beach, the ocean in the background. They were all sunburned, their noses and cheeks tinged red, all with broad smiles on their faces, except for Jay. He was sulking, tired from too much swimming and sun. Garrett’s arm was flung over her shoulder. She was holding Jenny in her arms, and eight-year-old Jay was standing in front of Garrett. Gosh, was that only seven years ago? They didn’t think they would be fortunate to have another baby, but Jenny had come along. A wonderful surprise, at least to her. (She was thirty-five.) Garrett wasn’t happy when she’d first told him she was pregnant. He’d gotten used to the idea of the three of them, and he was so attached to Jay. They’d become inseparable, and she was sure he didn’t want anything, even another child, to come between them. But he’d fallen in love the minute the nurse placed Jenny in his arms in the delivery room. Leigh thought of the happy family on the billboard. A lot has changed in seven years. She set the photo carefully back down on the dresser. She missed those days. When she was happy.

Leigh looked up and studied herself in the antiqued mirror above the dresser. I haven’t changed that much. Her straight, honey-colored hair, with subtle blond highlights near her face, fell just past her shoulders. Her baby-blue eyes were accented with brown eyeliner and taupe eye shadow, and her full lips were tinted a pale pink shade. She’d long ago accepted that she wasn’t beautiful. She was slender with an athletic build, but Garrett had made her feel beautiful. Garrett always said she was sexy because of her aloof manner. She didn’t tell him her aloofness was a cover for shyness.

But Garrett had changed. He was even more handsome now. His sandy hair was streaked with gray, but it was still long, falling across his forehead. The smile lines had deepened around his blue eyes, and he was a few pounds heavier. Even though the few extra pounds looked good on him, she was worried he wasn’t taking care of himself. He never talked about his work, but she knew it got to him. Garrett played golf and tennis, which helped him in his business connections; but that wasn’t enough exercise, especially when he spent too much time at the nineteenth hole.

The rift between her and Garrett had begun about six months ago. It hadn’t always been that way. It had been a gradual build—the tension ebbed and flowed as sharp words arrowed between them. His hit their mark more than hers. She felt she was the target and quickly retaliated. When he wasn’t around, she’d sob until she felt her heart would break. Then she’d send a flirtatious text message, freshen the streaks in her hair, or prepare his favorite meal—anything to try harder to please him. It would work for a while, until he renewed the attacks. Garrett had that way of getting to her. Maybe it was normal after eighteen years of marriage. She couldn’t stop wondering what had caused the change in him. He’d never been like this before. Ever.

What happened? She crossed the room and opened the French doors. The ocean breeze swept over her, the midday sun causing her to squint as she stood at the deck railing and gazed at the ocean. It was roiling, the waves hitting the beach with brute force as the tide pushed the water toward shore. The water seemed unsettled, stirred up, and restless, the way she felt inside. She let her thoughts drift back to the day she first saw him.
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It was Sand Lake High School’s senior day, the day when the entire graduating class went to Midnight Beach to celebrate their upcoming freedom. Leigh and her girlfriends had looked forward to that day their entire senior year. Back then, driving on the beach was permitted, and teenage boys lucky enough to own cars spent most of the day driving up and down the beach, checking out teenage girls. Leigh and her best friends, Melissa and Justine, were stretched out on beach towels wearing their brand-new bikinis (Leigh had begged her mother for the neon-green bikini with the bandeau top), propped up on their elbows and sipping from cans of Diet Coke, working on their tans. They were passing a bag of potato chips between them, and Leigh’s fingers smelled like Coppertone and potato chips. She was in the process of licking the salty grease off each finger when she saw him. Garrett had driven past in a silver convertible sports car, one hand on the steering wheel, the other holding a beer can. He was model handsome, his sandy-colored hair blowing across his forehead, his sunglasses making him appear even more gorgeous. He had an air of confidence, even from a distance. She hadn’t been able to take her eyes off him.

After he drove past, she turned to Justine, who was applying liberal amounts of suntan lotion to the tops of her scarlet-tinged white thighs, and said, “Did you see that guy driving the convertible?” Leigh was squinting behind her white-framed sunglasses, still looking in the direction of his car, now just a silver blur in the distance.

Justine replied in a cranky tone, “No.” She was sweating, her nose bright red but not quite as red as her hair, which was gathered up in a loose bun, red frizz framing her face. Melissa seemed oblivious to everything around her. Just as well.

Leigh quickly dismissed any thoughts of ever seeing him again, much less meeting him. He’d been fun to look at, even dream about, but a guy like that would never be interested in her anyway. Leigh had turned back one last time in hopes of seeing the sandy-haired guy in the convertible, but he was gone. She had no idea who he was or if she’d ever see him again.

But she did. It was two years later, when she was a sophomore at UCF. At first she couldn’t place where she’d seen him before. Then she remembered.

She was sitting in her English literature class and later learned he was taking the class as an elective to complete his graduation requirements before starting law school. He was so much more handsome up close and personal, and Leigh had felt her face flush and warmth spread throughout her body when she realized he was “that guy”—the one she’d spotted driving the cool silver convertible on the beach on senior day. He was the only guy in the class wearing jeans, a button-down blue dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and loafers. She’d stupidly skipped makeup that day, was wearing her oldest baggy jeans and a hooded college logo sweatshirt, and her hair was pulled up in a loose ponytail. She’d avoided staring at him, but she glanced over at him whenever she could, and every glimpse kept her looking. He was across the room in a class of about fifty students, so she didn’t think he’d notice she was watching him. She hadn’t gotten a full-face view, just his profile, and his legs were stretched out in front of him, bare ankles crossed. The pose made him look as if he felt entitled to the space he occupied. And more. His brownish-blond hair was long in the front, the back touching his collar. Occasionally, he brushed the hair off his forehead as he stared down at the open textbook.

The professor, Ms. Sullivan, was droning on about the structure of a Charles Dickens short story, but Leigh’s eyes were locked on the handsome twentysomething man across the room. Suddenly he turned in Leigh’s direction, and his eyes met hers and held them. She averted her glance as fast as she could, and as she did so, she felt her body involuntarily jerk, and she dropped her pen. She leaned over to pick it up, causing her notebook, book, and papers to crash in a heap on the floor. Every head in the class turned to look at the disturbance.

Leigh scrambled to pick up her books and settle back in her seat, wanting to die. It was so embarrassing, especially when she looked back at Garrett. He was the only one in the entire room not looking at her. Instead he was smiling that half smirk of knowing he’d caught her looking at him. Maybe he didn’t know he’d shaken her to the core, but seeing him was like an explosion had gone off in her insides. From that moment on, she couldn’t stop thinking about him, and she began to plan days in advance exactly what she would wear to English lit. But she never looked at him again unless she was certain he wouldn’t catch her. She tried to get to class early, so he wouldn’t see her walk into the room. She knew her legs would be too wobbly to navigate to her seat in the last row against the windows.

Then one day Leigh walked out of the classroom, and her life changed in an instant. Garrett was leaning against the wall across from the classroom door. Waiting for her.
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Jenny’s plaintive voice interrupted Leigh’s thoughts. “Mom, aren’t we going to Landon’s? I’m hungry.”

Leigh turned and saw Jenny standing in the open doorway. She was clutching Bella against her chest. Leigh had to stop getting lost in the past and concentrate on the here and now. But it was a sweet memory—one she’d never forget.

“Oh, honey, of course,” she said, crossing the deck. She bent down and hugged Jenny, who felt small and fragile, like a baby bird.

“Let’s take Bella and Jay to lunch,” said Leigh, smiling into her daughter’s upturned green eyes.

Jenny returned her mom’s smile and nodded her head. Leigh took Jenny’s hand, went back into the bedroom, and closed the French doors.

It’s going to be a wonderful two weeks. She couldn’t wait to see Kristen, to hear about the new man in her life. Leigh chuckled quietly. Yes, it’s going to be a fun two weeks, for sure.


Chapter 2

Midnight Beach

Friday

Landon’s was filled with the clatter of dishes and silverware and the delicious aromas of crab cakes, French fries, burgers, and fresh-baked goods. Leigh had always loved the decor of the family-owned restaurant. It was homey and quaint, with its red-and-white-checked curtains on the front window, a lunch counter with red leather-covered stools, an old-fashioned soda machine, and a long mirror on the wall behind it. Eight worn red-leather booths lined the opposite wall, and the center of the room was filled with tables for four, all with white tablecloths and a red-checked napkin at each place setting.

Frank Landon greeted Leigh with a warm hello as she and the kids settled into a booth near the front. The older man, his hair thick and gray, a white apron tied around his plump torso, placed long plastic menus in front of each of them.

“Welcome back, Leigh,” said Frank, a big smile spreading across his ruddy face. His sky-blue eyes peered at her over his half-reading glasses. “You just get into town?”

“Yes, we just got in,” she said. “We come to Midnight Beach only to eat here.” She smiled up at Frank’s kind face. “And to see you and Connie too.”

“I like the food myself,” he said, patting his protruding stomach. He looked toward the door, a puzzled expression on his face. “Where’s Garrett?”

“Working, as usual,” said Leigh, trying to sound upbeat. “But Kristen is arriving this evening. The kids are looking forward to spending some time with their favorite aunt.”

“It’s going to be a busy weekend with all the music fans,” he said, gesturing at the crowded room.

“Kristen and I are going to the concert at the pavilion tomorrow night,” Leigh replied.

“You be sure and bring her in,” said Frank. “But what can I get you? Looks like Jay and Jenny are hungry.”

Jay grinned at Frank, and Jenny leaned against her mother, looking up with a shy smile.

“Yes, they’re hungry,” said Leigh, putting her arm around Jenny. “How about the macaroni and cheese for Jenny? And what would you like, Jay?”

While Jay was ordering his usual chicken strips and fries, Leigh became distracted by the sound of the tinkling bell above the entrance door. She watched as a striking man walked in and stood at the end of the counter under the red-and-white Take Out sign. He was wearing a black Midnight Beach baseball cap, khaki cargo shorts, a black polo shirt, and athletic shoes. He was tall, lean but muscular, and tanned, with an angular face and salt-and-pepper hair visible under his cap. She watched him remove his sunglasses and hang them in his shirt placket. Connie, Frank’s wife, stopped rinsing the glasses when she heard the bell, wiping her hands on her apron as she hurried to the end of the counter. Leigh couldn’t help staring as the man talked to Connie and placed his order. Connie’s laughter echoed across the room at something he said before she walked back to the kitchen, order slip in her hand.

“Mom. Mom!” said Jay, raising his voice.

“What is it, Jay?” asked Leigh, turning to look at her son.

“Mr. Landon is talking to you,” he said, his eyes wide open, a look of embarrassment on his face.

“Oh, Frank, I’m sorry. I’ll have the chicken salad platter,” she said, handing him their menus.

“Right away,” said Frank, writing down the order before hustling off to the kitchen.

Jay went back to his phone, and Leigh turned her gaze back to the man near the door. He’d stepped away from the counter, but he stopped when he saw Leigh. His eyes met hers, and she realized she’d been caught staring. She turned her face away, shifted in the booth, and crossed her legs, embarrassed. But she could still feel the man’s eyes on her.

She looked over again, and he was still looking in her direction. She smiled and quickly turned away. The connection was broken when Frank appeared with their drinks, and Leigh was glad for the interruption. She tore the paper off Jenny’s straw while making small talk with Jay. But she couldn’t help but take another glance toward the door. The man had turned toward the window and was looking outside, his muscular arms folded across his chest. A minute later Connie appeared with a white paper bag and a tall Styrofoam coffee cup, and she called to the man. Leigh thought she heard Connie call him Jack. Leigh watched as he paid, shifting his weight to dig his wallet from his back pocket. He smiled as he said something to Connie, put on his sunglasses, and grabbed the bag and coffee. As he turned to leave, he looked over in Leigh’s direction one last time. It was a concentrated stare, his eyes narrowed, as though he was studying her face. He appeared to nod at her but didn’t smile. Then he left.

Wonder who that was? Leigh inhaled a deep breath. How weird was that? After nervously lifting her hair off her shoulders, she tore open a pink packet of sweetener and stirred it into her iced tea. Probably one of the music promoters. Except he seemed to know Connie. She looked at Jay, who was sipping his Coke and texting, and Jenny was blowing through the paper straw into her pink lemonade, making bubbles and gurgling noises. Leigh looked out the front window and saw a red Midnight Beach emergency vehicle backing out of the angled parking space in front of Landon’s. The man with the sunglasses was at the wheel. She didn’t stop staring until the vehicle had disappeared from view. Leigh shook her head, raised her eyebrows, and thought, Kristen would love to meet that guy.

As Leigh drove back to the house after their late lunch, the kids were chattering about going to the beach. But Leigh couldn’t stop thinking about the handsome mystery man with the dark-blue eyes and penetrating stare. She wondered why he’d kept looking at her. And if she’d ever see him again. She knew it was silly, but for some reason, she hoped so. Somehow, deep down, she knew he wanted to see her again too.


Chapter 3

Midnight Beach

Friday

Who the hell was that? Jack climbed into the red SUV and backed out of the parking space. As he did, he looked back toward Landon’s, hoping to catch one more glimpse of the mystery woman. She was definitely hot but probably not available. Not with those two kids with her, assuming they were hers. But where was her husband? Was she married? Maybe she was the little girl’s aunt. She looked young, but these days it was hard to tell. It didn’t really matter. He wasn’t interested in a relationship, but she had something that felt different to him.

Few women caught his attention, most blending into the summer tourist crowd. But not this lady. But it didn’t matter now. He had a lot of work to do, including scheduling the guards for the upcoming weekend and checking out the safety equipment. It wasn’t like him to stare at women like that, especially in such an obvious way. She’d caught him checking her out, but it hadn’t stopped him.

There was something vaguely familiar about her. He’d felt drawn to her, as though he’d met her before, but he couldn’t place where.

As he drove back to the Waterfront Safety Building, Jack couldn’t stop thinking about the woman. Keeping his eyes on the busy coastal highway and steering with one hand, he flipped open the console and grabbed the open pack of cigarettes he kept there. Just in case. He shook one out, caught it between his teeth, and put the half-empty pack back in the console. He sucked on the unlit cigarette, took a long inhale, and slowly exhaled invisible smoke out through his nostrils, enjoying the faint tobacco aroma. He narrowed his eyes, took the cigarette out of his mouth, and held it tightly as he drove. Jack wasn’t imagining that she had been checking him out. She was definitely staring at him. He’d caught her looking at him several times before she turned away quickly. There was a sense of something happening between them.

Jack had met lots of women on the beach and dated more than his share, but he made it a point not to get involved. He told himself he didn’t have time for a relationship, but the reality was, he’d learned early in his life that women can cause problems. And the last thing he wanted right now was a problem. Life dished out plenty of those without the complications of women and all they included. Jamie was living proof of that theory.

After his service discharge, Jack had returned home to Midnight Beach. All he wanted to do was get drunk and, if he was lucky, get laid. He was on his third beer when he saw Jamie dancing with one of her girlfriends. She was wearing a red tank top, tight jeans, and a friendly smile. He fell head-over-heels in love. Looking back, maybe it was lust, but whatever it was, he had been totally captivated by the pretty brunette. After a night of drinking and dancing, they’d ended up in bed together. Within three months and a roller-coaster ride of sex and parties, he’d proposed. His mom told him after meeting Jamie that all she wanted was for her son to be happy. He took that as an approval.

Soon after they announced their engagement, he and Jamie were at one of their favorite watering holes, dancing and doing tequila shots, when Jamie disappeared. She was gone a long time, and Jack decided to go looking for her. He still remembered the gut punch when he found her. The hallway was dark, but he could see Jamie, her back against the wall near the ladies’ room, the guy’s hands braced above her head, hips pressed against hers, and he was bent down kissing her. And she was kissing him back. When she caught up with Jack in the parking lot, she tried to explain he was just someone she’d dated in high school, and it meant nothing to her. But it meant something to Jack.

Jack walked away that night and never looked back. His near crash and burn turned into a detour, and although it took a while to recover from the painful blow to his ego, he realized detours could be good things. From that moment on, he focused on getting a college degree and finding a job. Looking back, he had no regrets. In fact, maybe he owed Jamie a debt of gratitude. She’d helped him realize what he really wanted in life. A future dependent on no one but himself and achieving his goal of never being poor again.

As a teenager, he remembered seeing his mom struggle to pay the bills after his dad had left them high and dry. She’d raised Jack all by herself, and when he was old enough, he worked as a lifeguard on weekends to buy his school clothes and a beat-up Honda Civic that burned a quart of oil every hundred miles. With no dad around, he’d developed an attitude and got into a few minor scrapes, and his mom was on his back about his future. After barely graduating from high school, he’d drifted, drinking with his gang of misdirected buddies and hanging out on the beach. His mom was also giving him regular lectures that usually started when she was on her way to work in the morning as he stumbled through the door after drinking all night. The lectures had centered on one theme—what the hell was he doing with his life?

A year went by, until one morning when he was lying on the worn sofa in his mom’s living room, seriously hung over, head throbbing, throat raw from chain-smoking, Jack saw a US Marines recruitment ad on TV. He hadn’t lied to himself. He hadn’t been driven by patriotism when he enlisted. He didn’t even know what patriotism meant, but he needed a place to be. Simple as that. That decision changed his life. Jack found a direction that gave him discipline, purpose, and a desire to succeed. It became the means to an end. After Jack scored in the 95th percentile in five of the categories on the aptitude test, the recruitment officer told him he could have his choice of assignments. But Jack wanted to be a grunt, a choice that suited his tough-guy image. His CO in basic was hard-nosed because Jack still had “the attitude.” But he learned a lot from that tough son of a bitch. He learned that hard work paid off, and so did self-respect. He also recognized that being in top physical condition gave him a feeling of being in control, and he had retained that as one of his life’s goals.

After four years in the marines and his brief engagement, Jack enrolled at the state university. He chose a major with one specific goal—to make lots of money. He earned an MBA in five years, and after much perseverance and a university connection, he landed a junior investment adviser position at a large brokerage firm in Atlanta. He eventually advanced to senior adviser, but after ten years of wearing a coat and tie, he was sick of the grind. He’d gotten tired of wearing a uniform in the marines, and now he was wearing another one. When he wasn’t working with clients, he’d made smart investments, accruing a sizable nest egg, enough to live on the rest of his life, so he quit the firm and went back to his first love—the beach.

Jack had always loved the feeling of freedom and peace when he was near the water. Midnight Beach was home, where he’d grown up. He would also be near his mother, to help her out. That was the first thing he did. He bought her a condo, but more than that, he made her proud of him. When he found out Midnight Beach needed a waterfront safety manager, he applied for the job. It was exactly what he wanted. He woke up every day, grateful for the security he’d worked hard for, but most of all, being back on the beach. He also loved teaching young lifeguards about responsibility, discipline, and self-respect—and not to make the same mistakes he did. That was the greatest reward of all.

Jack put the cigarette back in his mouth. He thought about the Bic lighter he kept handy, next to the pack in the console. But he didn’t reach for it. Damn! He’d never lost the urge for a smoke. It took discipline and willpower not to smoke. It was a mark of maintaining control.

His single lifestyle was uncomplicated and controlled. He dated occasionally, but nothing ever led to a serious relationship. He didn’t want it to. At times he questioned his solitary life. But when he thought about his parents’ marriage, he realized he never wanted to let any woman down the way his dad had let his mom down. At times Jack wondered how his dad could just up and leave like that. It infuriated him that a man would do that to any woman. Especially his mom. Just abandon her for no reason without a word. He would never forget lying in the dark in his bedroom late at night, listening to his mom crying through the thin walls of their modest frame house. Those nights had changed him forever.

So what am I doing, thinking about this lady I don’t even know? He took the cigarette out of his mouth, rolled the window down halfway, and flicked it out. Hot, humid air blew into the car, so he quickly closed the window. Why had this woman with the tanned legs and soft smile gotten under his skin? Even the way she moved, the gentle way she put her arm around the little girl, the nervous gesture of playing with her hair. Jack wasn’t sure what it was about her. But he hoped he’d see her again. Midnight Beach wasn’t a very big place. Maybe she’ll be on the beach tomorrow. He hoped so, because he knew he had to see her again.


Chapter 4

Midnight Beach

Friday

Leigh was standing at the kitchen counter whisking olive oil, crushed garlic, fresh parsley, basil, and red wine vinegar in a mixing bowl when she heard the sounds of crunching oyster shells and loud music coming from the driveway. She hurried to the kitchen window and looked down at the red Audi sport coupe parked in front of the garage. The pounding rhythm of a pop tune ended when the car lights disappeared.

“Jay! Jenny! Aunt Kristen’s here!” she called over her shoulder.

Leigh waved at her sister, who looked up and returned the wave, the garage lights casting a golden glow on Kristen’s blond hair. Leigh’s heart skipped a beat, thrilled to see her little sister. It had been almost six months since she’d seen her, but it felt much longer. Kristen lived in Fort Lauderdale, and although it was an easy three-hour drive to Sand Lake on the interstate, Kristen’s visits had always been few and far between. She’d told Leigh she’d been far too busy establishing herself in the real estate market to take time off, especially now that she was just beginning to have a steady stream of clients. Leigh knew Kristen had done well with the property settlement after her divorce, which included the luxury Fort Lauderdale beach condo she and her ex had shared. But Kristen had told her that the settlement had not left her independently wealthy. (Even though her ex-husband, Evan Field, was a chemical engineer and owned his own consulting company. Kristen had told Leigh that Evan was a millionaire, and after observing his lifestyle, Leigh had no reason to doubt it.)

After the divorce, Kristen had gotten her real estate license, and her plan, as she’d explained to Leigh, was to make a lot of money in the exclusive Lauderdale market. Although just starting out, she was well on her way to reaching her goal, from what she’d told Leigh, even though Evan had told her she’d never make it without him. Kristen’s plan was obvious to Leigh. Kristen wanted more than anything to prove Evan wrong, if nothing else.

Leigh hurried down the steps and pressed the garage door opener. The hot, humid air hit her as soon as the door raised, and she swatted at the buzzing insects flying around the garage lamps. She hurried to the open car door.

“Kristen! I’m so glad you’re here,” said Leigh, putting her arms around her sister and clutching her tight against her chest.

Kristen returned the embrace but pulled away, held Leigh at arm’s length, and studied her face. “What’s wrong, Leigh? Are you okay?”

Leigh was surprised when she felt a single tear falling down her cheek. Embarrassed, she brushed it away with the palm of her hand.

“I’m just happy you’re here. It’s been a long day and I’m super tired.”

“I hope that’s all it is,” said Kristen, her eyebrows raised in question. All of a sudden, Jay and Jenny came clambering down the garage steps. Leigh backed away so the kids could greet their aunt.

“Aunt Kristen!” they said in unison.

Leigh was glad for the interruption.

They shared a group hug until Kristen broke away and said, “I’ve brought surprises for you both. I hope you like them.”

“What’d you bring me?” asked Jenny, standing on tiptoe to peer into the back seat of the sleek sport coupe.

“Help me carry my bags, and I’ll find your presents,” said Kristen, handing an overstuffed tote bag to Jay.

Jay grabbed the bag from his aunt, threw it over his shoulder, and began circling the car, trailing his hand along the shiny red exterior, admiring the white leather upholstery.

“Cool car,” said Jay to no one in particular.

“Here’s something you can carry.” Kristen leaned down and handed Jenny a large package wrapped in pink paper and topped with a pink satin bow. The little girl’s eyes widened as she looked down at the box she was holding.

“What is it?” asked Jenny, her eyes wide with anticipation and wonder.

“You can open it as soon as we go upstairs, okay?” Kristen leaned down, gave her niece a hug, and kissed her forehead as Jenny’s grip tightened around the package.

Leigh was overwhelmed by the sudden emotion of seeing Kristen, and she wasn’t sure why she felt so fragile. She held back tears as the three of them helped Kristen carry her bags up the stairs. It must be the pent-up stress she’d been feeling about her strained relationship with Garrett. She hadn’t been able to share her feelings with anyone, and she knew she could bare her soul to Kristen without the fear of being judged. The times they’d spent together were always special, and this time would be extra special. She’d have Kristen all to herself without Garrett around, and she’d be able to confide in her the way they always had. Her sister had a way of making everything seem all right. Somehow Leigh needed that extra reassurance right now.

After Leigh had helped Kristen get settled in the guest room, everyone gathered in the living room so Jay and Jenny could open their gifts. Jay loved the newest version of the Xbox gaming system his aunt had given him, and Jenny was cuddling and talking baby talk to her new, lifelike baby doll. Leigh and Kristen left Jay and Jenny happily occupied and went into the kitchen. Kristen sat down on one of the barstools at the center island while Leigh grabbed a bottle of chardonnay from the refrigerator. She retrieved a corkscrew from one of the kitchen drawers and deftly removed the cork with a few simple twists. She filled two wineglasses with the chilled, pale-yellow liquid and sat down next to her sister.

“Cheers,” said Kristen, raising her glass to Leigh’s in a toast.

Leigh reached over and touched Kristen’s long blond hair, which was gathered into a sophisticated side ponytail fastened with a gold clasp. “Very pretty.”

“It’s easier to take care of this way, especially with the sunroof open,” Kristen answered. “Yours is longer now too.” She took a measured look at her sister. “You’re beautiful, Leigh. You just don’t see yourself the way others see you.”

Leigh brushed off Kristen’s attempt to reassure her. Leigh had always felt like the ugly duckling next to her sister.

“Thanks, but you’re all glamour,” said Leigh. “I love your dress!”

Kristen’s yellow A-line halter dress showed off an ample cleavage.

“You can try it on,” said Kristen, a lilt in her voice. “You’d look great in it. You never show off your figure.”

“If I had a figure like yours, I definitely would.” She nodded and smiled, ignoring the slight put-down in Kristen’s comment. She grabbed the wine bottle and refilled her glass. “I’m glad you could get away, Kristen. Can you stay for the whole week?”

Leigh knew Kristen had planned to leave on Tuesday, but she hoped she could persuade her sister to stay a little longer. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed her.

“I’d love to, sis, but I have two showings on Wednesday, and I don’t want to miss out on a possible sale. It’s all about the commission.”

“Yeah, I know how it works,” answered Leigh, “but I just miss you, that’s all. And the kids love their aunt Kristen.”

“They’re great kids,” said Kristen, her green eyes focused on her niece and nephew across the room. In a wistful voice, she said, “You’ve got it all.”

“Your life looks pretty great, my dear. Carefree and single sounds like fun to me,” she said in a playful tone. “You’re happy, aren’t you?”

“Of course I’m happy, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t like to have a husband and kids someday,” said Kristen. “The right husband, that is.” Her voice suddenly had a sharp edge.

“So true,” said Leigh, her face turning serious. “But things aren’t always as they seem.” Right then her cell phone rang. “Oh, that’s probably Garrett.”

She saw his name on the caller ID and picked up the call. “Hey, Garrett, we were just talking about you.”

“I guess Kristen’s there,” he said, his voice edgy and sarcastic.

Leigh looked over at Kristen, who was staring into her wineglass but obviously listening to Leigh’s end of the conversation. Garrett had never been able to conceal his hostility toward Kristen. He’d been subtle, but Leigh knew he never liked Kristen’s impulsive lifestyle, and somehow he seemed to like her even less now that she was divorced. Even though Garrett had never liked Evan. His resentment and judgmental attitude toward her sister made Leigh suddenly angry.

“Yes, and we’ve almost finished a whole bottle of wine. Too bad you’re not here to join us.”

Right after she said the words, Leigh regretted it, a heavy silence falling between them. Kristen even raised her eyebrows at the sarcasm in Leigh’s voice. Leigh watched Kristen get up and walk over to the refrigerator. With a graceful movement, she pulled open the door and stared inside, the interior light casting a soft radiance on her slender figure. She reached in and retrieved a round of Gouda cheese. After closing the door, she pulled a knife from the block, placed the cheese on a cutting board, and began slicing off thin slivers.

Garrett’s voice brought Leigh back to the present. “Just tell me how the kids are doing, then you two can get back to your partying.” He was brusque and distant.

Leigh swiveled her stool and turned to look in the direction of the living room. “They’re having fun with the gifts Kristen brought them. And we had lunch at Landon’s today. Frank said to say hello, by the way.” She felt the formality of their exchange. It was like a business conversation, without the warmth. She wanted to hide her anger, but she couldn’t. She was still mad at him for not coming with them.

“Great.”

A long silence followed. Leigh hated how uncomfortable she felt. She tried to bring their exchange back to neutral ground.

“Where are you doing for dinner tonight?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I’ll pick something up on the way home. It depends on when I finish up here.”

Another long silence passed. Leigh kept the phone to her ear as she watched Kristen walk over to join Jay and Jenny in the living area, carrying the cheese tray. Kristen had placed her wineglass and the tray on the coffee table and was holding the doll in her arms while talking to Jenny. Jenny was studying Kristen’s lavender-painted fingernails. Leigh heard Kristen say something about polishing Jenny’s fingernails, and Jenny nodded.

“I wish you were with us, Garr,” said Leigh, swiveling around on the stool so only he could hear her.

“Me, too, Leigh, but we’ve been through that.”

“I know.”

“I have to work on this case,” he said in an exasperated tone. “It’s important.”

“I said I get it.” Her voice sounded harsh, even to her.

“I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Right,” said Leigh. “Goodbye.” She started to hang up, then she heard his voice at the last minute.

“Wait!”

Leigh put the phone back to her ear. “I’m still here.”

“Be careful in the water,” he said. “And watch Jenny.”

“Don’t worry, I will.” She waited.

“Tomorrow then.”

“Bye.” She disconnected.

“I guess he’s working this weekend,” said Kristen. She had walked into the kitchen and was leaning back against the counter. She took a bite from the piece of cheese she was holding and chewed it slowly.

“He’s working too hard,” said Leigh, opening the door to the pantry and grabbing a box of assorted crackers.

As she shook the crackers into a bowl, she heard a tapping noise that sounded like pebbles hitting the kitchen window. Curious, Leigh walked over to the window and looked outside. The palm trees were swaying in the gusty wind as heavy raindrops began to splash against the windowpane. Her eyes blurred as they filled with tears. I should have told him I love him. Why couldn’t I? They’d always said it to each other at the end of every phone call, every time they said goodbye. Until this past year. She missed him so much. Why couldn’t she tell him? All she wanted was for Garrett to come back to her from whatever distant, faraway place he had gone. But she couldn’t keep reaching out to him because his rejection hurt too much. He had closed himself off from her, and every time she felt he might be edging closer, he’d resist and pull even farther away.

“Leigh, are you okay?”

Kristen was standing next to her and had draped her arm around Leigh’s shoulders.

The warmth of Kristen’s arm was comforting. “Sure, I’m fine,” said Leigh, avoiding looking directly at Kristen. “It’s starting to rain.” She kept staring out the window. “Do you have anything else to bring in?”

“I have everything I need,” she answered, watching the rain fall in heavy sheets against the window.

Leigh turned to face her sister and forced a smile. “I made a salad, and I’ll order pizza from Antonio’s. I bought that double fudge cake you like from Musser’s. I know you like it cold, so I’ve kept it in the refrigerator.”

“Oh, I’m going to gain ten pounds this weekend,” moaned Kristen.

“You can afford it,” said Leigh lightheartedly. “Here, take the crackers into the family room, then you go get settled. I’ll make the call.”

Leigh ordered pizza along with extra breadsticks. But she couldn’t stop thinking about the call from Garrett. He had been more distant than usual. What if he was seeing someone else? Was that what was wrong? She couldn’t actually believe he would do that to her or to them. She loved him, and she wanted him to love her again. The way he used to.

She retreated from the kitchen down the hallway to the powder room. As soon as she locked the door, her throat tightened, and tears filled her eyes, spilling down her cheeks. How could she live without Garrett? They had been so close, and now he was a stranger. Garrett was still there somewhere. But where? What had happened? She just hoped it wasn’t too late for them. In her heart she knew they couldn’t go on like this. She had begun to feel resentment. How long could she keep being rejected before finally giving up? She hadn’t gotten to that point yet. And she hoped she never would. But what if it was already too late?


Chapter 5

Midnight Beach

Friday

The rain had stopped by the time Leigh had gotten Jenny into bed, the new doll wrapped in her arms, the other one tucked in next to her under the blanket. Leigh climbed the stairs to the third floor, tapped lightly on Jay’s door, opened the door a crack, and stuck her head in the room. The French doors were open onto the deck, the moon casting silver light in the shadowed room. Jay was lying on his bed, head propped up on his pillow, and she could tell by the low tone of his voice he was talking to Hannah.

She whispered, “Don’t stay up too late,” and he nodded okay but waved her out of the room. She heard him get up and lock the door. Whatever. When she walked down the stairs, Kristen had lit the candles on the coffee table and opened the doors onto the deck. The lulling sound of the waves in the distance and seeing her sister in the soft glow of candlelight gave Leigh a sense of calm she hadn’t felt in a long time.

“Are the kids in bed?” asked Kristen.

Kristen was curled up on a corner of the sofa. She had loosened her hair, which had fallen in waves past her shoulders. Leigh walked into the kitchen and picked up her unfinished glass of wine.

“Jay’s in his room, talking to his girlfriend, and Jenny’s asleep…with baby Lily curled up in her arms.”

“I’m glad she likes it,” said Kristen. “I don’t know what kids like these days.”

“They love anything from you, Kristen,” said Leigh. “Oh, thanks for cleaning up the kitchen. Do you need more wine?”

“Sure,” said Kristen.

Leigh carried the wine bottle and her glass over to the sofa and sat down next to her sister. Kristen held out her glass, and Leigh topped it off.

“Here’s to our special weekend,” said Leigh. After touching glasses, they both took long swallows of the now room-temperature liquid.

“I’m glad the rain stopped,” said Leigh, looking out the large picture window.

“Me too,” said Kristen, “but sometimes I like the sound of the rain. It’s comforting somehow.”

“I know what you mean,” said Leigh, remembering the stormy nights when they were little girls. Their parents would be sound asleep, and she and Kristen would lie awake in their twin beds, whispering and giggling half the night, listening to the rain pummel the house, the strong winds whistling outside their window.

“Your house is beautiful,” said her sister, looking around the spacious family room.

“Thanks, sis,” answered Leigh. “I’m still in the process of decorating it.”

Kristen took a sip of wine and turned toward Leigh. “So tell me what’s going on.”

“What do you mean?” asked Leigh, caught off guard by the question.

“I don’t think you’re overtired.”

“It’s nothing really.” She hesitated, staring into her glass. “I’m probably overreacting.”

“What is it?”

“It’s Garrett.” Leigh turned the glass up and drank half the contents. “We’ve been arguing a lot lately.” Leigh curled her legs up onto the sofa, repositioning herself. “And he’s distant.” She exhaled a deep breath and shrugged.

“Have you asked him what’s wrong?”

“I’ve tried. He either says it’s work or nothing.” She shrugged. “Maybe I’m just making too much of it. Or imagining it.” She paused. “But things aren’t the same.”

“I hate to say it, but do you think he’s having an affair?”

“No, I’m sure he isn’t,” said Leigh, shaking her head, but she realized she sounded half-hearted.

“Have you checked his cell phone?” Kristen took a sip of wine, narrowing her eyes.

“Of course not,” answered Leigh, looking at Kristen, indignant at the question. “I would never check up on him.”

“Maybe you should,” said Kristen, locking eyes with Leigh.

Leigh couldn’t believe the direction this conversation was taking. “Not every man is like Evan.” Her words were more biting than she intended.

“Wait a minute. I didn’t mean it like that,” said Kristen defensively. “But look, Leigh, you’ve always been naive and a bit of a Pollyanna. Maybe you need to be realistic. You’ve been married a long time.” She waited a brief few seconds. “And the fact is…all men cheat.”

“That’s not true.” Leigh shook her head in disbelief. “Especially not Garrett.”

“You’ve always lived with your head in the clouds,” said Kristen, resentment seeping into her voice. “Sometimes we believe what we want to believe.” Her eyes pieced Leigh’s, making her point. “At least I’m honest about my life.”

Leigh felt her shoulders stiffen with anger. She realized she should have kept her mouth shut. Kristen had literally caught Evan with his pants down, and now she assumed every man was like him. Kristen’s remark hurt her deeply. Maybe Leigh was an idealist, but she’d never thought of herself as naive.

“Well, maybe you’re right. Maybe it is just work,” said Kristen, finishing her wine. “I’m sorry I said the wrong thing.” She paused. “I’ve always thought you and Garrett were perfect for each other. I mean it, sis.” She nodded as she said it to emphasize her sincerity. “Why don’t we take a walk on the beach,” she suggested, standing up and walking over to look out the window. “Looks like the rain has stopped.”

“Sure,” said Leigh. “Let me go tell Jay. He can keep an eye on Jenny.”

As she walked up the staircase, she thought about what Kristen had said about Garrett. Leigh could tell Kristen was trying to soften the blow she’d dealt by suggesting that Garrett was having an affair. Considering her sister’s experience with Evan, it could be a natural assumption to think Garrett would do the same. Leigh realized she’d have to be careful discussing her marriage in the future, but she didn’t want to hold her feelings back from the only true friend she had in the whole world. She had always told Kristen everything. Even the first time she’d had sex.
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It was the summer before Leigh left for college, and she and Kristen had been lying across Leigh’s bed watching a rerun of Dirty Dancing for the tenth time. They both thought Patrick Swayze was hot and had gotten really quiet when Johnny and Baby “did it” the first time in his cabin. Out of the blue, Kristen had asked Leigh if she’d ever “done it.” Leigh remembered feeling a little embarrassed, but she thought, Why not? She sat up in bed, crossed her legs, and with Kristen propped up on her elbows next to her, described in detail her first time to her little sister.

Leigh was a high school senior and had been dating her first crush, Nate, for about six months. They’d met in driver’s education. He was sweet and cute, and he liked the same movies she did, even the corny black-and-white ones on TCM. He was also on the serious side, like Leigh, and a good student.

One night she and Nate talked about doing it. They were both virgins, but they’d spent hours kissing and petting, and it seemed like the natural thing to go all the way. They agreed to have sex the next time her parents left them alone at her house. It was a Friday night, her parents were at a party, and she and Nate were watching MTV in the family room. Before she realized what was happening, they were lying down on the sofa, and he was on top of her with his tongue in her mouth and his hand inside her T-shirt. He was sweaty and breathing hard, and his hands shook as he slid her jeans and panties off and threw them on the floor. Leigh had kept her eyes averted while he’d stopped to tear open the condom package. After he’d slipped it on, Leigh remembered feeling pressure “down there.” It felt kind of good but also a little painful when he managed to push inside her. About a minute later, he groaned. And that was it. Afterward, she remembered getting dressed quickly and kissing him good night at the door. She took a shower right after he left. They’d gone out on several more dates after that, each one ending with sex, either in his car, at his parents’ house, or at a friend’s house, but it always felt awkward or rushed. They finally broke up a few months later. From then on Leigh felt embarrassed every time she saw him. She didn’t have sex again until Garrett.

After Leigh had shared her first-time story, Kristen revealed she’d been having sex for a year before Leigh had even thought about it. Kristen went into detail about who, where it happened, and how. Kristen had been at a birthday party for Trish, one of her eighth-grade girlfriends. Her parents were upstairs, and there were about twenty kids in the house. Trish’s older brother, Ben, sneaked beer into the party. The music was loud, they were all passing beer cans around, and one of the boys grabbed Kristen’s hand and pulled her into one of the upstairs bedrooms and locked the door. Although she was a little tipsy, she remembered lying on the bed, and the boy on top of her was Ben. It had been dark, and as they’d kissed, he’d slid her panties down. She said it was exciting, even though she didn’t remember much about it, and she and Ben laughed a lot afterward. She made it sound like a lot more fun than Leigh’s experience with Nate. Kristen had even thought she was pregnant but had kept that secret to herself. Fortunately, it was a false alarm.
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She and Kristen laughed after sharing their teenage sex secrets. Inwardly, Leigh was a bit shocked that Kristen had taken such a risk, and she was even more surprised that her little sister had started having sex at such a young age.

But maybe Kristen was right. Maybe that’s why she felt so angry about what Kristen had said. Maybe in the deepest part of her subconscious, she’d thought Garrett might be having an affair. But Leigh didn’t want to even go there. It would shatter her to find out that Garrett had betrayed her. Men did things like that. But could Garrett do that to her? Leigh had always thought she was different from Kristen. That she and Garrett were somehow special. Maybe he was lying to her. And she was lying to herself. He had been avoiding her for months now. Even though this weekend would be a special sister weekend, Garrett hadn’t wanted to spend the weekends at the beach with her. Maybe Leigh was avoiding the truth. But it was so hard to believe. Garrett had become a stranger. Somehow she had to find out why, no matter how painful the answer might be.

After grabbing a nylon jacket from her closet, Leigh peeked into Jenny’s room. She was still asleep. Then she took the stairs up to Jay’s loft and told him she and his aunt Kristen were going for a walk. As she came back downstairs, she thought about everything Kristen had said. She’d have to think about everything later, but not now. She couldn’t let Kristen judge Garrett without any facts. But she knew she had to find out what was wrong. Not just for her sake but for his. If something was wrong, she wanted to help him. But if he kept shutting her out, she didn’t want to think the worst. But it was there. Something was between them. A barrier.


Chapter 6

Sand Lake

Friday

It was 6:30 p.m. on Friday evening, and the only sound Garrett Prentiss heard was the gentle whir of the elevator as it made its descent. The Prentiss Group occupied the entire twelfth floor of the Prentiss Center. Garrett had spent nearly every cent of his father’s estate to purchase the land to build the most unique office building in Sand Lake. The structure had a mirrored glass exterior and was framed by twenty-five-foot Alexander palms, their fronds reflected like a watercolor painting on the sides of the building. The green-tinted exterior glass elevator created a dramatic architectural statement. The rooftop Crystal Restaurant was listed as a five-star attraction in all the Florida tourist guides. Garrett made it a point to bring Leigh to the restaurant at least once a month. It was a celebration of his accomplishment, pride in achievement, something to share with her. Now he couldn’t even remember when they’d last had dinner there. Together.

Amy, his personal assistant, had popped her head into his office on her way out, reminding him to lock up when he left because everyone else had left for the weekend. Amy had chattered nonstop about her plans for the evening. She was meeting two of her “besties” for happy hour at Cello’s, a popular singles bar in downtown Sand Lake. Amy was twenty-five and had spiked, shaggy brown hair and purple-streaked bangs that brushed her eyelashes, blue nail polish, and a ring on each finger. She was pretty and smart and usually one step ahead of him. She often confided in Garrett about the men she dated, asking for his advice. He always feigned interest and told her the right guy would come along, but he honestly didn’t have a clue.

After Amy left, Garrett picked up his coffee cup and drank the last inch of the light-brown liquid in the bottom. It was cold, and the cream had become a slick swirl that almost choked him as it slid down the back of his throat. He set the cup down on the coaster and picked up his reading glasses. They were round tortoiseshell frames, the ones Leigh said made him look like the cool main character in one of John Grisham’s legal thrillers. But he didn’t feel like that cool main character now. His stomach burned from the coffee, and he felt the cold sensation of chills run through his body. It was fear.

Garrett pulled open the center desk drawer by its heavy brass hardware and lifted the small stack of miscellaneous papers. Underneath, it was still there—the plain manila envelope with the computer-generated address label bearing his name. It had arrived that afternoon, buried in a stack of interoffice mail Amy had placed on his desk. At first glance it had appeared to be junk mail, the type people get every day and toss in the trash without a second look. But for some reason, Garrett had opened it. He’d just had time to open the ivory note card tucked inside when Amy had walked in and told Garrett a client needed to talk to him right away. He’d managed to keep his voice steady when he said he’d take the call. After she’d left he stuck the note back in the envelope and buried it in his top desk drawer. His hand was shaking when he picked up the receiver.

Finally alone, he pulled the manila envelope out of the drawer. A wave of nausea hit him as he slid the notecard out of the envelope. He opened the flap and reread the three bold-typed words in the center: TIME’S RUNNING OUT.

There was no signature, but it didn’t need one. Sweat formed on his upper lip as he felt something else tucked inside the envelope. He shook it, and a flash drive fell onto his desk. What the fuck? He braced himself as he stuck it into his laptop’s USB port and opened the first of three stored files. Garrett watched the video on the screen through narrowed eyes, his hand covering his mouth. A chill ran through him as he began to comprehend what he was seeing. You bastard. Heart pounding, he opened the second file. It was a photograph. Then he clicked open the third. He swallowed hard as the images became clear. When the impact of what he was seeing hit him, Garrett sat back in his chair, eyes locked on the computer screen, and he held on to the armrests for support. His hand shook as he removed the flash drive from the laptop and placed it and the note back in the envelope. After securing the flap with the metal clasp, he placed the envelope inside his briefcase, which was on the floor leaning against his desk. He managed to lock the briefcase and place the key in his wallet.

Garrett’s legs were unsteady as he walked across the thick Oriental rug to the credenza. He opened the cabinet that secreted a wet bar. He grabbed the bottle of Glenlivet, picked up a crystal tumbler engraved with the letters PG, and poured two fingers of the amber liquid into it. He finished half of it in two gulps. He crossed to the span of windows that filled the wall behind his desk. He let out a breath, but his neck was tight with tension. His dress shirt was damp under his arms, and he used the back of his hand to wipe the sweat off his forehead. He unbuttoned his top shirt button, loosened his tie, and rubbed the back of his neck. He felt the scotch’s warmth hit his gut as he stared down at the courtyard and fountain below.

Garrett watched the early-evening sun reflect off the fountain’s oscillating water sprays, casting dancing shadows on the west side of the courtyard. Hand-laid brick sidewalks wound through the nature park under stately trees laden with Spanish moss. The Crystal Fountain, a contemporary design of stone and crystals, was spraying plumes of water thirty feet into the air. Several children were splashing their hands in the fountain’s pool while onlookers strolled around the courtyard, enjoying the cooling mist that blew off the water spray.

But Garrett wasn’t seeing the fountain. Or anything else. He could think of only one thing. The envelope in his briefcase. His jaw muscles tightened as he brought the glass to his mouth and emptied it. His body felt more relaxed as the alcohol did its magic. But it didn’t slow his racing thoughts. Thankfully, Leigh was at the beach. He’d have time to think things through with her out of the way. He felt his pulse slow, and calmness overtook his thoughts. He had some time to figure out what to do. But he knew he had to come up with the answer soon. Before everything in his well-organized, picture-perfect life shattered into a million pieces.


Chapter 7

Midnight Beach

Saturday

Even though she was on vacation, Leigh’s body wouldn’t let her sleep past her usual workday wake-up time of 6:00 a.m. When she sat up in bed, she felt the throb of a dull headache, probably from the excess wine she’d consumed the night before. She pressed her fingers against her head and massaged her temples, hoping the headache would go away. It had been well past midnight when she and Kristen had finally gotten to bed after finishing the bottle of chardonnay.

In the bathroom she ran a brush through her hair, brushed her teeth, and grabbed her sport bag from the closet. She threw a pink terry-cloth robe over her panties and cotton camisole and stopped to peek into Jenny’s room before going downstairs. With the door open a few inches, Leigh could see Jenny sleeping diagonally across her white canopy bed, with Lily still tucked under her arm. Bella was at the top of the bed, jammed between the headboard and the pillow. My precious girl. She closed the door quietly and made her way down to the kitchen. While the coffee brewed, she went into the bathroom and changed into her navy-blue Speedo. She gulped down a half cup of coffee, along with a Tylenol, and checked her cell phone for messages. Nothing from Garrett. Not that she expected him to call. Leigh grabbed her goggles, silver swim cap, and beach towel and slipped quietly out of the house.

The walk to the beach took about five minutes. Leigh was wide awake and warmed up by the time she had her cap and goggles in place. The headache was barely noticeable when she strode through the cold, ankle-deep water and checked her Garmin swim watch one last time. It was 6:30 a.m. When she was knee-deep in the surf, she dove into the waves, pushing up and over the breakers and into the deep, rolling water. As she swam north, parallel to the shore, her rhythm kicked in, and she began to move through the crisp, cold water with smooth, even strokes, replicating the familiar motion she’d learned in high school when she was on the swimming team.

She felt she was flowing through a comfortable space, in full control. She checked her watch, turned around after fifteen minutes, and headed back south, raising her head now and then to orient herself. When she spotted the house, she turned toward shore. When she reached the breakers, she let them carry her to the shallows, where she stood and walked out of the water, breathing hard, her hands on her waist. She checked her watch and noted that she had swum a mile in only a half hour. Not bad. She pulled off the tight rubber cap, picked up her towel, dried her arms and legs, and walked up the sloping beach, over the dune, and through the grassy sand back to the house.

She’d had some time to think about Garrett. Maybe he was just busy on a case, as he’d said. His passionate ambition and drive were a turn-on in the beginning. He’d always pushed himself, wanting to live up to the family name. He was a classic type A personality, but he definitely wasn’t the “one foot in the sea and one on shore” type. He wasn’t even a flirt, not like some men she knew. She’d give Garrett some time. She couldn’t believe what Kristen had said. Not all men cheat. She understood Kristen had been hurt and jaded by her bad experience. But Leigh wasn’t Kristen, and Garrett sure as hell wasn’t Evan.

By the time she got back to the house, Leigh felt more at peace with her marriage. She would try to give Garrett the time and space he needed. For as long as she could. She’d want the same from him. She was driven at times, and she always tried to temper her perfectionist tendencies. But the sense that Garrett was concealing something from her was still there, no matter how rational her thinking.

Leigh rinsed the sticky salt water off her skin under the outdoor shower attached to the side of the deck. She wrapped the beach towel around her waist, then climbed the wide wooden staircase to the deck. Jenny was sitting under the white umbrella at the circular teakwood table, eating her favorite fruit-flavored cereal. Her doll Bella was in the chair next to Jenny with a bowl of cereal in front of her. The sun was well up from the horizon, a pink ball in the clear blue sky.

“Good morning,” said Leigh, bending over to kiss Jenny’s flushed cheek.

Cool water dripped from the ends of Leigh’s hair, sprinkling Jenny’s legs, and she let out a high-pitched squeal of protest.

“Mom, you got me wet,” she chided in a singsong voice.

“I’m sorry, honey.” Leigh hung her towel over the deck railing. “Is Aunt Kristen awake?”

“Unhuh,” said Jenny.

“I’m awake,” said Kristen, appearing through the open French doors, carrying a coffee mug and cell phone, wearing her gray shorts, a soft blue chambray shirt, and white flip-flops. “You must have gotten up early,” she said, staring at her sister. “How was the water?”

“Great,” said Leigh, realizing she hadn’t felt this good in a long time.

“I don’t know how you can swim in open water like that. It would terrify me.” Her brow furrowed. “You really shouldn’t swim alone.”

“I know,” said Leigh, shaking off Kristen’s remark. “But I love it.”

“I know nothing I say will stop you.” She smiled, looking at Leigh’s figure. “The swimming is obviously keeping you in shape.”

“Thanks, sis,” answered Leigh. “Swimming clears my head.” She quickly changed the subject. “After breakfast we can hang out on the beach if you’d like, before it gets too hot. Okay?”

“Sounds like fun,” said Kristen. “I can play with my favorite niece.” She sat down in one of the curved-back teak chairs next to Jenny and touched her hair lightly. “What do you think, sweetie?”

Jenny nodded, bouncing in her chair while she chewed her cereal.

“I hope my headache goes away,” said Kristen, rubbing her forehead.

“Let me get you some Tylenol.”

“I already took two, thanks.”

“Jay must still be asleep,” said Leigh, taking a seat next to Jenny at the table.

“I think so,” said Kristen. “I have to check in at the office this morning, but other than that, I’m free until this afternoon.”

The ringtone from Kristen’s cell phone sounded loudly, playing an electronic version of Sheryl Crow’s “All I Wanna Do.” She looked down at the caller ID, and her eyes widened with surprise. “It’s Evan. I better take it.” She frowned as she crossed the deck and went inside the house, the phone to her ear.

That’s interesting. Leigh couldn’t wait to find out what Kristen’s ex-husband wanted. She knew Kristen would tell her every juicy detail.

“Mommy, is that Uncle Evan?” asked Jenny.

Surprised by the question, Leigh turned her gaze to Jenny. “Yes, sweetie, it is.”

“I wonder if he’s coming to see us,” said Jenny.

“I don’t know,” answered Leigh. “How about carrying your and Bella’s bowls into the kitchen, please? Then we can think about getting ready to go down to the beach.”

“Hurray!” said Jenny, doing as her mom had asked.

Leigh sat for a moment, staring out at the ocean, thinking about the call from Evan. Was he going to invite himself for the weekend? She hoped not, but nothing would surprise her about Evan Field. Leigh remembered the first time she’d met him.
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It was two years ago, about a month after Evan and Kristen’s surprise wedding. Leigh had invited the newlyweds to spend the weekend in Sand Lake so she and Garrett could meet their new brother-in-law. (Kristen hadn’t told Leigh about her plans to marry Evan, which had hurt Leigh terribly.)

At the first meeting, Leigh realized why Kristen had been drawn to him. He was six feet tall and slender, attractive but not overtly handsome. He had brown eyes and dark-brown hair with a touch of gray at the temples. And he was mature and confident. Kristen looked radiant standing next to him, and they appeared to be deeply in love. He barely took his eyes off Kristen or left her side the entire weekend.

Evan was charming and approachable yet enigmatic. He knew how to relate to people and engage in conversation that drew them out. When Leigh talked to Evan, she felt like the most interesting person in the world. It wasn’t until later she realized she’d spent thirty minutes with a man who still remained a complete mystery. Later, Garrett had told Leigh he felt the same way about Kristen’s new husband. On the surface he was the typical successful, all-around nice guy, but there was something about him Garrett didn’t like. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it. But he agreed with Leigh. If Kristen was happy, he would be happy for her. She hoped they both were wrong about him. But later she and Garrett both realized their instincts had been spot on.


Chapter 8

Midnight Beach

Saturday

Jack arrived at the Waterfront Safety Building at 6:00 a.m. If he was going to go for a run, he knew he had to start early, before the heat and humidity became unbearable. He tried to stay in shape to keep up with the lifeguard trainees, but it was getting harder every year. He was more than twice their age, and this particular morning he was feeling every bit of his forty-six years. He carried a fresh change of clothes into his office, started the coffee in the break room, then headed outside to stretch before hitting the beach.

The breeze was cool, and the sky was early-morning gray. After a quick stretch, he began a light jog, his shoes sinking into the soft sand before reaching the wet, packed sand at the water’s edge. After warming up with a slow jog, he transitioned to running, keeping a steady pace. Dawn was his favorite time of day, before the tourists packed the beach, and the roar of the waves and chattering birds were the only noise. Winter was best of all. The tourists still came, but the air was brisk blowing off the water, and the beach felt peaceful and calm and provided the tranquility he preferred to the clatter and crowds of summer.

By the time Jack was twenty-five minutes into his run, he was three miles up the beach, sweating and breathing hard. He was at the halfway mark of his workout, ready to head back, when he saw a woman in a navy-blue swimsuit standing by the water’s edge. He quickened his pace to narrow the gap. He was about twenty yards from her when he realized she was the woman he’d seen at Landon’s. The woman he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about. He watched her tuck her long honey-blond hair into a silver swim cap before she looked down at her watch. Before he could get nearer, she strode into the low breakers, dove into the waves, and disappeared underwater. She reappeared about halfway out in the surf, and he watched as she pushed through the whitecaps, riding over some of the bigger waves to get beyond the breakers. Then she turned north and began swimming, her movements both graceful and comfortable in the open water.

He stood with his hands on his hips, and his eyes locked on the lone swimmer gliding through the rolling water with strong, even strokes. Dangerous as hell. But he could tell she’d done this before. He knew the feeling. He liked swimming in open water too. The solitude, the feeling of power against the currents, whatever you want to call it, was thrilling. He began walking north along the beach, watching her as she swam. She took a breath every third stroke, occasionally raising her head to look toward the beach, orienting her position. He kept watching, adjusting his pace to stay even with her. After fifteen minutes, she reversed direction and began heading southward. She must be staying somewhere on the beach. Jack took one last look at her before jogging back to the safety building, but his thoughts lingered on the intriguing lone swimmer, wondering when he might see her again.


Chapter 9

Midnight Beach

Saturday

Aperfect day. Leigh watched Kristen standing in the ankle-deep foamy ripples, holding Jenny’s hand, their long blond hair falling past their shoulders. They look like mother and daughter. She wondered if Kristen would ever have children of her own. (She was thirty-eight, four years younger than Leigh.) Orange bikini–clad Kristen was letting Jenny lead the way until the water was almost up to the waist of her aqua Frozen swimsuit. Kristen and Jenny turned toward the beach as a medium-size wave broke over them, the force nearly lifting Jenny off her feet as she held tightly to Kristen’s hand. They turned back toward the surf, and another wave surprised them both, splashing Jenny squarely in her face and knocking her down. Kristen pulled the little girl back up, and they both stood, legs braced for another big splash. Leigh couldn’t hear them laughing over the roar of the surf, but she could see Jenny’s broad smile every time another wave broke around them.

Jay was farther out in the surf, floating on his boogie board, talking to some of the other teenagers whose parents also owned homes on this stretch of private beach. Leigh recognized several of the boys and knew their parents. She was glad Jay had a group of friends his own age to spend time with. He was great with Jenny, but Leigh often felt guilty about asking him to babysit. It wasn’t the most fun for a teenage boy, but he didn’t seem to mind most of the time. Plus there was the fact that being with these other boys might take Jay’s mind off Hannah, at least for a little while. Doubtful, but Leigh could hope. (Garrett had had “the talk” with Jay. Leigh hoped it had sunk in.)

The latest bestselling mystery novel, soon to become a Reese Witherspoon Netflix series, open in her lap, Leigh watched Kristen and Jenny run up to the umbrella. Grabbing the bucket and shovel, Kristen knelt down and began industriously scooping sand with both hands.

“Let’s build a sandcastle. Does that sound like fun?” She looked up at Jenny, nodding her head to encourage her niece.

“Yes!” exclaimed Jenny, clapping her hands and jumping up and down.

She grabbed the plastic shovel and began digging into the loose-packed sand, then with cupped hands she patted it into a perfectly formed mound. Kristen and Jenny took turns carrying pails of water to make the sand stick together. They both worked intently, and the small mound started taking shape into a big, square-shaped structure surrounded by a moat. Kristen asked Jenny to hunt for seashells to decorate their castle. With Jenny happily searching for shells, Kristen joined Leigh under the umbrella. She sat down on her beach towel, brushing sand off her legs.

“You two are having fun,” said Leigh, closing her book.

“Tons,” replied Kristen, smiling. Her eyes locked on Jenny as she skipped along the water’s edge, running on tiptoe from the waves as they raced up to the shore. “She’s amazing. And Jay’s getting so grown up. Is he driving now?”

“Not yet, but he has his learner’s permit. He’ll take the driving test in August after his sixteenth birthday.” Leigh looked toward the water, making certain she could still see Jay. After spotting him riding his board, she relaxed back on her elbows.

“So tell me about Evan,” she said, looking at Kristen.

“Evan’s still Evan,” Kristen replied, shaking her head.

“He’s staying in touch with you?”

“Oh, yes, he most certainly is.” Kristen nodded, but her lips were pressed together, and she crossed her arms over her chest.

“It sounds like you’re not happy about it. What’s going on?”

“Nothing, really…” Her voice trailed off.

“What, Kristen?”

Kristen didn’t answer.

“Tell me, sis. Is something wrong?”

“He won’t leave me alone.”

Her voice sounded different, a tone Leigh hadn’t heard before. “What do you mean? I thought things went fine with the divorce.”

“That’s the thing.” She directed her gaze at Leigh. “We’re not divorced.”

Leigh stared at Kristen but couldn’t see her sister’s eyes through her sunglasses. “What are you saying?”

“I haven’t signed the final papers.”

Leigh shifted her position on the towel to face Kristen, not believing what she was hearing. “Are you serious? Why not?”

“Because he pissed me off.” She spit out the words.

“How did you get the condo and the settlement? I thought everything was finalized three months ago.”

“He signed the condo over to me, but we’re still negotiating the settlement.” She paused, turning to look back at the ocean. “Why should I give him his freedom?” she added. “To be with Arabel.”

Leigh had never seen Kristen this angry.

“So that’s why he’s calling you,” said Leigh, trying to take it all in.

“Evan’s very persistent, and it’s getting difficult.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m sorry. It’s okay. I’ll handle it. Let’s just have fun today, okay?”

“Okay, but you know you can tell me anything,” said Leigh. She reached over and caressed her sister’s arm.

“I know,” said Kristen, but the edge in her voice was still there. “Let’s get in the water. I’m getting hot.” She jumped up and started walking toward the water.
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Leigh put the book in her tote bag. She sat for several minutes and watched Kristen and Jenny; they were sitting in the shallows letting the frothy waves wash around them. Leigh tried to absorb what she had just learned. Not only were Kristen and Evan not divorced, but Kristen hadn’t even told her. Unbelievable. Why didn’t she tell me? What else hasn’t she told me?

Evan had never been Leigh’s favorite person, but in the beginning, he’d seemed to make Kristen happy. At least that was what Leigh had thought. Until Evan had shattered her sister’s life by betraying her. That was why Leigh couldn’t understand why Kristen hadn’t gone ahead with the divorce and moved on. It would be better for her to get all of it behind her. Kristen would never be able to move on if she clung to the past. Unless there was more that Kristen wasn’t telling her. That must be it. Maybe Kristen wanted to salvage her marriage, but even to Leigh, that didn’t seem possible. Kristen was hiding something.

Leigh sat under the umbrella watching her sister play in the water with Jenny. She hadn’t seen Jenny laugh like that in a long time, and it touched her heart, but it made her sad too. Jenny loved her aunt Kristen, but Kristen didn’t visit very often, and Leigh was glad they could spend some one-on-one time together. But Leigh couldn’t put out of her mind Kristen’s shocking announcement—that she and Evan weren’t divorced. But why should she be shocked? It was typical of Kristen. Kristen had often called Leigh out of the blue to tell her about a trip she was taking or a new man she was dating. Once she’d called Leigh in the middle of the night saying she was in Paris with her girlfriends. A text message soon followed with a photo of Kristen and her two besties, the Eiffel Tower in the background. Kristen had always lived an impulsive, adventurous life, full of surprises.

Garrett always shook his head after Kristen had called, asking, “What now?” and wondering what her latest escapade might be. Even in high school, Kristen and her friends had been caught skinny-dipping at midnight in the community swimming pool. Their dad had picked up Kristen from the police station, given her a good lecture, and grounded her. It had been only a prank, and her parents had laughed about it later, but Kristen often took chances that hadn’t always turned out quite the way she’d expected.

Kristen wasn’t simply rebellious. She was just indifferent to authority. She possessed a daring nature that Leigh admired and sometimes envied—because she had never had it. Leigh played life safe, but not Kristen. When Kristen walked into a room, you could sense in her body language she had self-confidence. But there was something else, something undefined. Her choices hadn’t always been good ones, but her attitude somehow got her through the tightest of circumstances. When she’d made the impulsive move to Fort Lauderdale after spending a weekend there with her sorority sisters celebrating college graduation, it came as no surprise to Leigh. Kristen loved the nightlife and cosmopolitan ambience of south Florida. With her merchandising degree and sense of style, she quickly landed a job as a buyer of designer fashions at an upscale department store. Two years later Kristen had advanced to a management position. She seemed to have the magic touch.

Although Kristen often talked of loving her job and the friends she’d made in the fourteen years she’d lived in Fort Lauderdale, she told Leigh she missed having that special someone to share her life with. It wasn’t as if Kristen hadn’t dated. She’d had a string of boyfriends, and she’d even had a serious relationship with a man Leigh thought might be “the one.” Trey Hamilton was a PE teacher and football coach at a Fort Lauderdale–area high school, with a BS in physiology and sports management from the University of Miami. With Kristen’s glamourous style and Trey’s boy-next-door good looks, they made a striking couple, turning heads wherever they went. He often took her to the games on Friday night, and she sat on the sidelines, cheering for the team.

Leigh invited Kristen and Trey for a weekend visit soon after they’d started dating. Trey fit right in with the family. He brought his baseball glove and played catch with Jay. He made Jenny laugh and taught her to do some easy gymnastic moves. Leigh fell for him, too, almost as though he was a younger brother. She’d been especially touched when Trey confided in her that one day he wanted to get married and have a family. His eyes had been locked on Kristen the entire time. Leigh was certain then and there that Trey and Kristen would marry. But six months later, Kristen dumped him. When Leigh asked her why, Kristen’s only explanation was that Trey was a boring workaholic. Leigh was upset the relationship had ended for such a superficial reason. Trey seemed to be anything but boring to Leigh, and she admired his work ethic.

Trey had called Leigh, devastated and confused, asking for her advice about winning back Kristen. She promised she’d talk to her sister, but she tried not to give him false hope. When Leigh tried to get Kristen to reconsider, Kristen was furious Leigh had taken Trey’s side. Leigh tried to explain she wasn’t taking anyone’s side. She just wanted Kristen to be sure she wasn’t making a big mistake, because good guys like Trey didn’t come along every day. Kristen said he was a nice guy, but he just wasn’t right for her. Nothing Leigh said changed Kristen’s mind. In the end Leigh supported her sister’s decision.

Although disappointed about Trey, Leigh assured Kristen the right man would come along at the right time. It was only one month later that Leigh’s prediction came true. Late one night Kristen called Leigh, thrilled and “madly in love.”

Kristen told Leigh all about the night she’d met Evan Field. She and her best friend, Lisa, had gone to Jewel, a trendy jazz club in West Palm. While they were sitting at the bar, Evan accidentally bumped into her while trying to get the bartender’s attention. After Evan apologized, they began to talk, and as Kristen later described their meeting, Evan had swept her off her feet. Leigh had been skeptical, but after she met him, she understood why Kristen had become infatuated with him.

Evan was different from the men Kristen normally dated. He was ten years older than she was, sophisticated with understated good looks. He also had impressive wealth that included valuable real estate holdings and a Cessna Twin. He also had a social circle of wealthy friends. Kristen didn’t seem concerned that he’d been married before. At forty-six, most single men and women have a past, she’d told Leigh. Kristen didn’t know much about Evan’s family or where he was from. She was “over the moon” and too much in love to care about a long-lost ex-wife or the fact that he never talked about his family. Evan was a chemical engineer and entrepreneur. He’d been working on biowaste fuels and had patented his process. Everything about Evan was exciting and impressive to Kristen. Evan seemed almost too good to be true, but Kristen was happy, and that was all that mattered to Leigh.

A few months after they met, Kristen and Evan were married in a private ceremony presided over by a judge who was a friend of Evan’s. Evan surprised Kristen with the emerald-and-diamond wedding band (the one Kristen was still wearing), and he flew her to the Bahamas in his private plane for their honeymoon. Even before Leigh and Garrett met him. When she called Leigh to tell her the news about her whirlwind wedding, Leigh was blindsided and so was Garrett. After the initial shock, Leigh broke down in tears, heartbroken that her baby sister had gotten married without so much as a phone call. Leigh felt betrayed, but Garrett told her it was typical Kristen. By then Kristen had moved into Evan’s lavish condominium in an exclusive area of Fort Lauderdale known as Crescent Isle. Kristen was madly in love with her ambitious and creative husband, and she loved being a part of his exciting world. Right after the honeymoon, Kristen quit her job and concentrated on being Mrs. Evan Field.

Kristen’s new life revolved around Evan, even though he spent many long days working at his company. But two years after their rushed wedding and Caribbean honeymoon, Kristen discovered Evan was having an affair with someone he’d met in San Francisco when he was there on business. Leigh was shocked when Kristen shared all the ugly details.

Kristen had planned to surprise Evan by showing up at his hotel for a romantic weekend. Instead, she ended up getting a big surprise. Evan had opened the hotel room door wearing only a towel wrapped around his waist, and when he saw Kristen, he’d gotten agitated and upset. He wouldn’t let her in the room and accused her of checking up on him. She pushed past him and found a woman propped up in bed, naked and drinking what looked like champagne from a fluted glass. Kristen became enraged, screaming epithets at Evan before storming out of the room.

That event had ended their marriage. Or at least that’s what Leigh thought. Dani Levin from Garrett’s group was handling the divorce but had never discussed details with Leigh. Leigh had never asked, assuming it would be unethical. After her initial meltdown, Kristen had started a new career in real estate and quickly moved on with her life. Without Evan.

In spite of how much Evan had hurt her, maybe Kristen hadn’t let go. Maybe she still loved Evan and had forgiven him. Leigh couldn’t fathom that Kristen would want him back after what he’d done to her. Now she didn’t know what to think. Things aren’t always the way they seem.
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Leigh watched as Kristen held Jenny’s hand and guided her out into deeper water. They were laughing and jumping up as the waves washed over them. She seemed to be the happy, carefree Kristen, the sister she’d grown up with, shared secrets with. But who was she, really? Could her sister really have changed so much that even Leigh couldn’t understand her? Whatever was going on must be bad, or Kristen would have told her before now. She’d never seen Kristen look almost frightened. That wasn’t like her sister. It wasn’t like Kristen to keep such a big secret from her. Leigh suspected something was seriously wrong in Kristen’s world.


Chapter 10

Midnight Beach

Saturday

“The coffee’s ready, Kristen,” called Leigh, standing at the bottom of the staircase.

As she walked back into the kitchen, she looked at Jenny, who was curled up in the corner of the sofa playing Roblox on her tablet. A Disney movie was on the television. A princess in a blue satin evening gown was singing a beautiful, familiar song in the background. Kristen, hair still wet from the shower, came down the staircase and joined Leigh in the kitchen. She sat down on one of the barstools at the center island. Leigh poured coffee for them both and sat down next to her sister.

“Did you talk to your office?” asked Leigh, picking up her cup and taking a sip.

“Yes, and I confirmed my two appointments for Wednesday. I may have another listing,” said Kristen, blowing over the top of the mug to cool the steaming coffee. “I need an ice cube.” She got up, opened the freezer, grabbed two cubes, and dropped them into her mug. “The property is in an exclusive area of West Palm.”

“Congrats, sis. That’s awesome!”

“It’s not certain, not yet, but I have a good chance at it.” She sat back down on the barstool next to Leigh.

“You’ll get the listing. Your hard work is paying off.”

“It’s not like teaching school,” said Kristen. “I don’t think I could handle the hours or the teenagers. I don’t know how you do it.”

“I admit there are days when I’d rather be doing something else, but mostly I love it,” said Leigh. “The kids are challenging, but some days I really feel I’m reaching them.”

“You’ve always been good with kids.”

“I’ve always wanted to teach. Remember when I used to pretend I was teaching school, and you were my student? You sat in front of my chalkboard for hours.”

Kristen laughed. “That was more fun for you.”

“I was such a pain,” said Leigh, shaking her head. “Oh, I forgot to ask if you want to go to the music festival tonight at the Pavilion. Might be fun, like the old days.”

“That’d be great,” said Kristen. “Anyone famous?”

“I’ll have to check, but the music’s always great.” Looking down at her phone, Leigh did a search about the festival. “It says there will be an oldies rock group, a Backstreet Boys cover band, and a local country singer. Jay said he’ll stay with Jenny.”

“Where is he?” asked Kristen. “I didn’t see him come back from the beach.”

“He went with some of his friends to get pizza. He won’t mind hanging out here tonight. He’ll want to talk to Hannah, and Jenny will go to bed early.”

There was a long silence before Kristen spoke. “I know you want to ask me about Evan.”

“Of course I do.” Leigh paused for a moment, searching for the right words. “I wondered if you still love him,” Leigh asked, her voice tender.

“I’m furious with him,” answered Kristen quietly, staring down into her coffee mug.

Leigh hadn’t missed Kristen’s evasive answer. Leigh looked at the stunning emerald-and-diamond band Kristen was wearing on her ring finger. She’d told Leigh that Evan had picked it out because the colors reminded him of her eyes. “Is that why you’re still wearing your wedding band?”

“I like the ring,” said Kristen, glancing down at the ring, then back up at her sister. “Evan hurt me. It’s not easy, Leigh. I can usually take things in stride, but it’s been a lot.”

“Maybe you should just sign the papers and move on.” Leigh paused. “Unless you think you and Evan could reconcile?” She raised her eyebrows, her expression hopeful.

“Never. Not after what he did.” Kristen shook her head, her eyes filling with tears. “It was devastating. To find him like that.” She stopped to emphasize, “With her.”

“I’m sorry, sweetie. I wish I knew the right thing to say. What can I do to help?” Leigh put her arm around her sister and gave her a gentle hug.

“I don’t think you can. No one can.” Her tears fell in streaks down her cheeks. “But if Evan thinks I’m going to give in now, he’s wrong. He wants me to sign the divorce papers for only one reason.” Her voice was filled with anger.

“Arabel,” said Leigh, nodding.

“Not just Arabel.”

“What are you saying?”

“You can’t tell Garrett, okay?” Kristen swiveled her stool to stare directly into Leigh’s eyes. “Promise me,” she demanded.

“I promise, of course.”

“After I found out Evan was cheating on me, I went through all his business emails. One was from an investment firm that is developing a prospectus on FieldTek. Evan is either planning to take the company public or sell it. When he does, FieldTek could be worth a fortune.” She paused. “If that happens, I don’t want Arabel to get what is rightfully mine.” She emphasized the word mine. “Evan’s trying to shut me out, and I won’t let him. Not in a million years.”

Leigh couldn’t hide her shock. “How did you access his email?”

“I know all Evan’s passwords. At least I did. He’s since changed them, but not before I saw the email from the brokerage firm.”

“Are you sure that’s what he’s planning to do with the company? You don’t know for certain if it’s going to happen, Kristen.”

“It’s going to happen. I printed out the emails and gave them to Dani. She said the prospectus is usually the preliminary step.”

“She advised you not to finalize the divorce?”

“I’m legally within my rights, Leigh.”

Kristen wasn’t answering her. “Do you need the money? Is that what this is about?”

“Fuck the money!” Kristen’s eyes shot daggers. “Unlike you, I have to worry about my future.”

“I’m sorry. That was none of my business,” said Leigh, shocked at Kristen’s outburst.

Kristen looked at her watch. “I’d better dry my hair and check in with the office.” She got up and slid the barstool back in place.

“Okay,” said Leigh, carrying their cups to the sink. “We can talk more about this later if you’d like.”

“Thanks, Leigh. I’m sorry to dump all this on you.”

“That’s what sisters are for,” Leigh whispered softly, giving Kristen a reassuring hug before she headed upstairs to the guest room.

Leigh rinsed the coffee mugs and put them in the dishwasher, thinking about what Kristen had told her. Kristen’s nasty crack wasn’t like Kristen, but maybe her upbeat facade was just that. A facade. Leigh wasn’t sure what Kristen’s motivations really were. Revenge? Money? Or was it love? Or maybe a tangled web of all three. She hoped Kristen knew what she was doing. From what Leigh knew about Evan, he usually got what he wanted. Kristen might be playing a game with Evan she couldn’t possibly win.


Chapter 11

Palm Beach Manor

Saturday

“She said no,” said Evan, ending the call and placing his cell phone on the night table.

He dropped his head back onto the pillow, crossed his arms over his bare chest, and turned his head to look over at Arabel. She was lying next to him, propped up on one elbow, watching as he’d made the call. His eyes dropped to the curve of her breasts outlined by the silk sheet, then back to the gold-tinged hazel eyes that were fixed on his. He could sense the anger bubbling beneath the surface despite her outward composure.

“There must be some way to force her to agree.” Without warning, Arabel threw off the sheet, jostling him as she sprang out of bed. “I’m sick of the game she’s playing.” She moved to the end of the king-size bed and stood there in a defiant pose, glaring at Evan, her eyes flashing anger, her chest heaving with rage.

“I should go see her,” he said, sitting up on edge of the bed. “Maybe I can be more persuasive in person.” He stared straight ahead, ignoring her gaze.

“If you see her, you might change your mind.” Her tone was sarcastic. She picked up the purple silk kimono off the foot of the bed, slipped it on, and tied the sash.

“I’ll handle this,” he said, emotionless.

“It’s been six months, Evan,” she hissed. She stalked out of the bedroom and into the adjoining bathroom, slamming the door behind her.

Arabel didn’t know he’d been using other means to convince Kristen to agree to the divorce. It was about five months ago when he put the plan in place.
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The Dolphins had scored their fourth touchdown when the cell phone rang. Evan looked at the caller ID. He picked up the remote and muted the sound on the television.

“What have you got?”

“Check your email. I think it’s what you want.”

Evan hung up and booted up the laptop that was sitting on the coffee table in front of him. The email with multiple attachments was in the inbox of his private email address. He opened each attachment and studied it. The quality of the photos and videos was better than Evan expected. One was a close-up of a silver Mercedes convertible, license plate number in focus, as it drove into the Southwinds garage. The next was a video showing Garrett walking down a hallway inside the building, then standing in front of the condo’s open door. He was greeted by Kristen, a wide smile on her face, her breasts hanging out of the black sweater. The next video showed Garrett entering the condo. Later photos and videos captured Garrett leaving the condo with Kristen appearing to be running down the hall after him. The most touching video was the one that showed them clinging to each other’s hands before the elevator doors closed. I wonder if he got laid. His jaw muscles clenched as he sequenced through the photos and videos. Fuck! Garrett really should have known better.

Evan called Marty back. “Stay with her, and call me back if things get interesting.”

“Will do. I have the video and still photos from the surveillance cameras too,” answered Marty. “I’ll send them.”

Evan disconnected. Garrett wouldn’t want Leigh to see these videos of him with her sister. He really didn’t need more, but it wouldn’t hurt to have Kristen watched a little while longer. Some incentives work better than others. He liked having the upper hand, even if he never had to use it. He closed the laptop and turned the volume back up on the television. The Dolphins made the extra point. Evan smiled.
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Evan slid back into bed, positioned two cool silk-covered pillows against the headboard, and leaned back against them. When he heard the shower running, he picked up his cell phone to see if Kristen had answered his text. Nothing! Kristen was being a bitch, and now he was getting shit from Arabel. Fuck! He didn’t want to have an argument, but he had to convince Arabel he needed her. Even though she wasn’t part of his long-range plan. He’d never made any promises to her, at least none that were spoken. Whatever she assumed had nothing to do with him. There was always collateral damage. Arabel mustn’t catch on that she was going to be part of that collateral damage. If she knew he’d begged Kristen for forgiveness after their affair in San Francisco, Arabel would be enraged. He hadn’t planned to destroy his marriage because of a casual fling. It just happened. He’d always believed the end justified the means, but unfortunately, he’d allowed his dick to get in the way.

He thought about his chance meeting with Arabel Desmond. When he called the San Francisco Planning Commission about getting a business permit, his call had been directed to her office. She was an assistant to a member of San Francisco’s planning commission. She was more than accommodating in providing the necessary information about the zoning and permit requirements he’d need for FieldTek’s West Coast location. He was intrigued by her sultry voice and flirtatious phone demeanor, and he couldn’t wait to meet the woman behind the voice. He scheduled an appointment to meet with her the following week at her office in city hall.

When he arrived at the appointed time, he was totally unprepared for the attractive woman who greeted him. Arabel had a sensual, earthy appearance, with striking hazel eyes and long red hair that fell in natural waves past her shoulders. She was dressed in a blue suit jacket, matching knee-length skirt, and white silk blouse. (The top two iridescent pearl buttons were left unfastened. Evan was certain it was no oversight.) They hit it off instantly, and Arabel was eager to assist Evan, assuring him the permit for FieldTek would be issued without his having to go through the approval process. As he filled out the application, she sat next to him, pressing her thigh against his, leaning over him, her long red hair brushing against his arm. She made a point of licking her full lips as she discussed the zoning needed for his project. Although she expressed interest in his business venture, the signals were coming through loud and clear that she wouldn’t mind mixing business with pleasure.

After the meeting Evan invited Arabel to join him for dinner to discuss the launch of FieldTek’s West Coast site. She suggested the Mako Café, which just happened to be around the corner from his hotel. They started with extra-dry martinis, followed by a shared Caesar salad, pan-seared swordfish, mango salsa, and shoestring potatoes. The waiter suggested the perfect wine pairing, an oaked chardonnay with floating lemon slices. During the course of the meal, they focused on business, discussing a suitable property in an industrial park with a warehouse that could be reconfigured as an office and storage facility, all within easy access to the airport. Evan was surprised at the price, but Arabel said the property had been on the market for a long time, and the owner might be willing to negotiate. He told her he’d applied for the process patents, and as soon as they were approved, FieldTek’s potential was immeasurable.

It didn’t take much encouragement on his part to get Arabel to open up about her past. She talked and drank while he listened. (She hadn’t noticed he wasn’t drinking.) He was openly amused when Arabel launched into the details of her two marriages and subsequent divorces as they lingered over double brandies. (She was wearing an impressive diamond necklace he was certain she hadn’t bought for herself.) Her face became animated as she described her first husband, Malcolm Anders, her UC economics professor. They’d gotten to know each other during private tutoring sessions in his campus office. She’d gotten both an A and an engagement ring at the end of the semester. Arabel’s throaty laugh told Evan precisely what she’d done to earn the A. After graduation she and Malcolm were married, but she soon realized she wasn’t cut out to be a professor’s wife. The faculty parties were endlessly boring, the other spouses were staid and uptight, and Malcolm was dull although a competent lover. Their divorce was amicable, both agreeing they didn’t share the same life goals.

Arabel quickly launched into how she landed husband number two. Jason Desmond was a SoCal graduate whom she’d met at an alumni dinner. He was a wealthy San Francisco businessman who was running for state representative. Arabel didn’t say it, but Evan knew she’d sniffed out an opportunity when she volunteered for his campaign committee. Jason had noticed Arabel right away, and she became his girl Friday. He was as handsome as she was beautiful, and their pictures were in all the local tabloids, anointed as California’s new power couple. They were married at city hall right after he won the election. After being on a constant party circuit, Jason started working late hours, often traveling across the state doing what he described as “community outreach.” But Arabel discovered through the same tabloids that her handsome husband’s outreach involved multiple other women he met on those political junkets. After his first term, they were divorced, but she was awarded a generous settlement and hefty alimony when she signed a nondisclosure agreement. “Small price to pay,” she said, shrugging. Jason had friends in high places, and he arranged for her to get the job on the planning board, a great career move and a stepping stone.

Arabel’s lace-embellished cleavage tantalized him throughout the evening. After dinner she accompanied him back to his hotel. As soon as she entered his room, she slipped off her shoes and took her time undressing while he sat and watched as she revealed porcelain skin, full breasts, a flat stomach, long legs, and curved hips. By the time she was naked, he was rabid with lust. He took her on top of the bedspread, only unzipping his pants before thrusting into her.

Evan had no problems with the morality of the affair. He’d just not planned on getting caught. Damn it, Kristen! When she showed up at the hotel the next morning and charged into the room, hysterical and hurling expletives, he was thrown off balance. But not Arabel. If he had to describe her reaction, he’d say she was annoyed, but she was definitely not upset or even slightly embarrassed that she’d been caught with another woman’s husband. She sat in bed, impassively sipping champagne during Kristen’s emotional tirade. He followed Kristen to the elevator and explained that it would never happen again, that the woman meant nothing to him. He was doing business for FieldTek. But she refused to listen.

The fallout from the affair was far greater than Evan anticipated. When he returned home a week later, Kristen had packed all his personal belongings except his desktop computer and the files in his office and placed them in storage. She was unreasonable, unwilling to forgive him, and the depth of her anger was unexpected. She said things that cut him to his soul. “You erased us,” she whispered, her beautiful face streaked with tears. She looked different, frail, and vulnerable. When he reached for her, wanting to hold her in his arms, she pushed him away, telling him not to touch her. He couldn’t make her understand Arabel had been a simple distraction, a one-off, a means to his end, the launch of FieldTek, which would provide for their future together. But Kristen refused to see it that way; she had already begun the divorce proceedings. Fortunately, Evan had placed a down payment on a home he had been planning as a surprise for Kristen. The home was an elegant two-story located in the desirable Palm Beach Manor. At least he had a place to live.

Evan didn’t want their marriage to end. Kristen belonged to him. He kept all his possessions until he had no further use for them. In the deepest part of his soul, he missed Kristen, her warmth and devotion to him. When they had sex, she was making love to him. No other woman had ever affected him the way she had. She satisfied a need he’d never known or acknowledged he had. She had loved him. But she’d made her decision when she read his private emails. If she wanted to come back to him, he would open his arms and life to her. But it wasn’t going to happen now. She was not going to sign the divorce papers until she got half of FieldTek. He knew it wasn’t the money. She just wanted to fuck him over. He wouldn’t have minded sharing it with her if she’d come back to him. But all that changed now that she’d chosen to play hardball. And she was on the losing side. Too bad, baby.

Arabel was entirely different. She was smart and captivating. She had known he was married from the beginning, but it hadn’t mattered to her. Evan recognized that Arabel had her own selfish motives for the affair. She liked their sex, but she’d set her sights on FieldTek. Arabel had pushed him, and Evan had lost his reason. Temporarily. He never did that. He was a man of control. Arabel could not possibly believe her physical attributes could affect my business decisions. She was not going to be the next Mrs. Evan Field. She just didn’t know it yet. Evan would find a way to get what he wanted. He’d handle Arabel later. She wasn’t going to manipulate or control him. No woman would. Ever. Not even Kristen. She would eventually agree to the divorce, and it would be on his terms. He knew how to turn the screws when he needed to.

Evan turned his thoughts and attention back to Arabel, who had returned to the bedroom and was standing next to him, stark naked, her fingers cupped around the supple bare hips. Her wide stance signaled defiance, seeming to taunt him with her open and desirable body. Her fiery red hair was tangled and damp from the shower. He felt the deep heat of desire penetrate his loins. Damn! Everything about her turned him on, even her volatile temperament, which made her even more desirable. She was a ravenous lover, often waking him in the middle of the night to make love to him. Her lovemaking drove him over the edge, and when he was with her, all he could think about was having her. Now he had to coax her back into submission.

He held out his hand to Arabel. “Come here, baby,” he said in a low voice.

She hesitated but took his outstretched hand. He pulled her down next to him on the bed. He could feel the heat radiating off her body as she pressed against him.

“You know I love you.” Still holding her hand, he kissed her gently on her lips.

Without warning, Arabel took his bottom lip between her teeth and bit down, tearing the tender skin. Evan yelped from the sudden pain, pulled back from her, and put his hand to his mouth. When he pulled his hand away, red blood was smeared on his fingers, the acrid taste filling his mouth when he ran his tongue across his throbbing lip.

She was off the bed, scooping up the robe she had tossed on the floor. She held it in front of her and looked at him. Her gold-flecked eyes pierced his like daggers. “I won’t be lied to, Evan.” The husky voice that normally made his dick instantly hard now turned his blood cold.

“You bitch!” he uttered under his breath, putting his hand to his lip, blood clinging to his fingertips.

“I made this deal work for you. I understand more than you realize, and I won’t be used.” Her voice was controlled, but her pouty, sexy mouth was twisted with anger. “It would take only one phone call to make you regret lying to me.”

He stared at her, his brain processing the unexpected threat. He had to calm her down and get her back on track. Fuck. He needed the bitch, but her outbursts were becoming tiresome.

“Look, I haven’t lied to you. I want you, and I know we can make this work.” He looked up at her, his voice as sincere and convincing as he could make it.

She stared at him for a long time. He could see her eyes soften, but she hadn’t changed her stance.

“Come here,” he demanded.

He touched his lip and winced in pain.

“I’m sorry, Evan,” she said, rushing over to sit next to him on the bed. She grabbed a tissue off the night table and dabbed blood off his chin. “Can you ever forgive me?” she pleaded, her mouth turned down.

Evan didn’t answer. He turned toward her and, in spite of the pain, kissed her gently before thrusting his tongue deep into her mouth. She gasped from the sudden pleasure. With his mouth locked on hers, he wrapped his arms around her, shoved her back onto the bed, locked his hands on each of her thin wrists, and held them securely above her head. Her eyes widened with uncertainty. Her breathing quickened as she realized her vulnerability.

“I don’t lose, remember?” he said, his voice a raspy whisper as his eyes locked on hers.

He spread her legs with one knee, pinned her with his hips, and forcefully entered her. He restrained her as he took her and didn’t stop until she whimpered and writhed with pleasure. When he finished, Evan released his grip on her wrists and rolled off her. He lay back, his arm resting on his chest, eyes closed. Arabel lay there with her arm thrown over her forehead, trying to catch her breath.

When Evan could hear her even breathing, he covered her with the sheet. He slipped out of bed, looking back to make certain she was still asleep. He grabbed his cell phone and went into the bathroom, locking the door. He called Kristen again, but there was no answer. He’d try again later. He stepped into the shower and turned the brushed gold faucet to the cold setting, letting the brisk water flow over his body. He felt the sensation of energy and clarity pulse through his veins and the anger and frustration slowly dissipate. He must never allow his emotions to interfere with achieving his goals. He wasn’t going to take no from Kristen. Or from anyone.


Chapter 12

Sand Lake

Saturday

“Where the hell is he? Damn it!” Garrett disconnected and threw his cell phone down on the desk. He stood up with such force the momentum caused his leather desk chair to roll back and slam against the glass wall. He tipped his head back and closed his eyes. His jaw tightened in frustration. Why isn’t he answering his phone? He stood for a minute to regain his composure. He pulled his chair back in place and sat down. Hand shaking, he picked up his phone and hit redial. The call went directly to voice mail. Again. Shit! It was 9:00 a.m. on a cloudless Saturday morning. Maybe Robby was on the golf course, entertaining a client. Doubtful. Garrett shook his head. Not Robby. Not on Saturday morning. He was probably sleeping it off and had turned off his phone.

Robby’s unpredictability shouldn’t have surprised him. Garrett felt it was fate that had led to him meeting his college roommate and eventual best friend. They’d become fraternity brothers and later graduated in the same class from Central Florida University Law School. Garrett had been the more serious of the two, and although he was a quick study, he had to work twice as hard as Robby to maintain a high grade-point average. Robby was a party animal, but he had a photographic memory, so lack of sleep and hangovers never interfered with his performance. They’d sweated out the bar exam together, both passing in the top ten percent. Now Robert “Robby” Lewellyn was Garrett’s trusted law partner, along with Danielle “Dani” Levin, a longtime friend of Robby’s who shared his hometown of Jacksonville. Robby was a criminal attorney, handling mostly the white-collar variety—tax fraud, DUIs, drug cases. Dani specialized in family practice, specifically divorces. Garrett’s specialty was corporate law. Danielle was the soft touch in the office, combining glamour with sophistication that appealed to her clients. (Garrett was pleased Dani and Leigh had become close friends.) She’d graduated two years ahead of Robby and was eager to be part of their growing practice. Between the three of them and their extensive legal staff, they billed more hours than they’d ever dreamed. But right now none of that mattered.

Garrett leaned an elbow on the desk, his balled fist to his mouth. None of this would be happening if he hadn’t been distracted and acted on impulse during a moment of weakness. Something he never did. Damn it. He’d been a fool. But he knew it was too late for second thoughts. Garrett had seen the warning light but had ignored it. Now he was royally fucked. Garrett had to talk with Robby to discuss all the options for getting out of this shitstorm. He’d thought about calling Dani, but he couldn’t go there. Not yet. She wouldn’t talk to him anyway. At least he didn’t think so. Robby was the only one he could trust.

Garrett was exhausted. Every muscle in his body ached. He’d barely slept the previous night. He’d awakened on the couch in the family room at 5:00 a.m., still wearing the clothes he’d worn to work, minus the tie. He’d thrown it on the floor next to his Ferragamo loafers. Although the thermostat was set at sixty-eight degrees, he was damp with sweat, and his stomach was churning acid. After feeding Jay’s tropical fish (thankfully he remembered), he’d showered, dressed in a polo shirt and jeans, and driven straight to the office, with one quick stop at Starbucks for black coffee and a bagel.

He leaned back in his chair and exhaled a deep breath. He’d always been quick to judge Robby. He was a risk taker. Even in college Robby had been fast and loose with the rules, but he was lots of fun, and it was an adrenaline rush to be around him. Robby had scored in the top one percent on the bar exam, an impressive performance, even to Garrett. That was why Garrett asked him to be a partner in the Prentiss Group. Robby Lewellyn would be an asset to the firm. And it was reassuring to have a trusted friend as a law partner. Garrett needed his friend now.

Robby was one of those smart guys who enjoyed game playing, making certain no one ever got hurt. Or caught. Garrett had never been a victim of any of the games Robby played. Garrett also knew he could intimidate Robby whenever he wanted. He’d learned to keep Robby in bounds. In fact, Garrett enjoyed intimidating Robby. That was Garrett’s game.

Garrett had always been the golden boy in the family, always striving to meet his father’s expectations. Nothing but perfection. He’d always hated arrogance, but Garrett now realized he was the arrogant one. He hadn’t thought through his actions, and now it was too late. How could he have been so fucking stupid? His weakness had left him vulnerable. What a fool I’ve been. The fucking golden boy. What a joke. He hung his head, slumping over his desk, feeling the weight of every lie crush his body.

The one person Garrett was truly puzzled by was Jillian. How the hell did she put up with Robby? She was his second wife, and they were still married after two years. She was pretty, sweet, and naive. Maybe the lust factor kept her from seeing Robby as manipulative and on-the-edge risky. Robby and Jillian had met at the club, both married to other people when they started their affair. It turned distasteful and sordid, but Leigh and Garrett avoided the gossip, waiting for it to blow over. By the time Robby and Jillian had divorced their spouses, Jillian was pregnant with Robby’s baby, and their ex-spouses had canceled their club memberships, angry and embarrassed.

Leigh had been very upset by the scandal. She liked Robby’s first wife, Maggie. They’d been friends, and Leigh still held a grudge against Robby, although she hid it. Eventually, she’d come to accept Jillian. Jillian had been in an unhappy marriage, and Robby had come along to fill the emptiness. The dust had quickly settled because many of the members at their country club had gone through divorces, and more important to Leigh and Garrett, the firm hadn’t suffered any of the fallout.

Leigh and Jillian eventually became friends, but Leigh still felt loyal to Maggie. The pregnancy had surprised and delighted Robby, and he told Garrett he couldn’t be happier. He was in love with his young, beautiful wife, Jillian, and totally besotted with his baby girl, Ashley. Garrett didn’t know what made Robby tick, but it didn’t matter. He was a loyal friend to Garrett and a trusted partner. Now Garrett needed Robby more than ever. Leigh could still suffer the consequences of his actions, but he’d do everything in his power to lessen the impact. She had been so disappointed in Robby. But it wouldn’t touch how she’d react when she found out what Garrett had done.

None of this would have happened if he’d listened to his gut instincts—steer clear of Evan Field. Garrett hadn’t been able to pinpoint why he had a general dislike of the guy from the onset. He thought about the first time he’d met Evan. The first impression was that there was much more to Evan Field than met the eye. He was pleasant to be around and well spoken. In fact, he was charming, and his love for Kristen seemed genuine. Evan was older than Kristen, so Garrett appreciated the fact that Evan was delighted he’d landed the perfect arm candy. It was easy to see why Kristen had fallen for Evan—successful, charming, wealthy—all the boxes had been checked off.

But there was something about Evan that hadn’t quite added up. Garrett couldn’t put his finger on it. There was something cold and calculating in his demeanor, so subtle it almost slipped past Garrett. But it was there, and Garrett picked up on it. But Garrett had come to accept the fact that Evan was his brother-in-law, and he’d made every attempt to get along with him, not just for Kristen’s sake but to appease Leigh.

Although Kristen had dated lots of men, she’d been involved in only one serious relationship other than Evan. Even though Trey seemed like a decent guy, Garrett had made it clear to Leigh that Trey didn’t quite seem the right choice for Kristen. Leigh thought Garrett was being too judgmental. When he told Leigh he didn’t trust Evan, she got upset. She told Garrett he had never really cared for Kristen or anyone she dated. He backed off because he realized Leigh was right. He hadn’t been as supportive of Kristen as he should have been. Kristen was Leigh’s little sister, and he viewed her that way. She might be book smart, but he considered her naive, especially when it came to men. He knew he’d been very critical of her at times when he shouldn’t have been. It had been his way of being protective, but it hadn’t come off that way. He’d done his best to be gracious to Evan and accept he was going to be part of their family.

Creative people had always impressed Garrett, and Evan was one of those who had many interesting ideas, which he’d frequently discussed with Garrett. Garrett thought back to the beginning of his involvement with Evan.
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He and Leigh had driven to Fort Lauderdale—it was going to be a weekend getaway to have dinner with Kristen and Evan at their condo. They hadn’t spent much time really getting to know Evan, and Leigh wanted to visit her sister. Evan was a gracious host, and while Kristen and Leigh were in the kitchen preparing dinner, Evan asked Garrett if he had a few minutes to run an idea by him. Evan took Garrett to a bedroom that served as his home office. The informal discussion over drinks led to more than Garrett had expected.

Evan began talking about his consulting business, EF Associates. He planned to start a new business and needed Garrett’s legal expertise to help him set up his new corporation, FieldTek. Evan had developed a product that was very promising in the green energy market. With government write-offs and tax incentives, it seemed like a smart business venture. Evan’s proposal seemed like a no-brainer. If Garrett helped him structure the innovative new company, in exchange Garrett could be a “limited equity partner” with a 10 percent share of FieldTek. Evan described his plan to expand the operation to the West Coast, and he had an idea for a location. Evan said he’d had been working on the process for several years, and he’d applied for the patents for his unique process of turning biowaste farm products into a viable energy source. The uses were unlimited, according to Evan, and the process patents were strong.

As they sat in the office, Garrett checked out Evan’s college diploma, framed and prominently displayed over his desk. Evan had studied chemical engineering at a prestigious college in the northeast, earning a master’s degree. As Evan kept explaining, renewable energy sources were the big thing now and an even better investment opportunity. Evan asked Garrett to keep their business relationship confidential. Garrett agreed to the seemingly harmless request, and they set up a meeting at Garrett’s office in Sand Lake to discuss the details, complete the necessary paperwork, and sign the agreement. Garrett rarely discussed his cases with Leigh, so he didn’t feel he was being disloyal to her, and he didn’t feel any concerns about not discussing it with Kristen. That was Evan’s deal. It made all the sense in the world. At least it had. Then.

Garrett’s business relationship with Evan had begun well before Kristen caught Evan in an “indiscretion,” as Evan referred to it. After Kristen filed for the divorce, it became even more important to Garrett to keep his business relationship with Evan confidential. He never mixed business and family, and in this case, it became even more important that Leigh not find out. Or Kristen. He didn’t necessarily like Evan, but he saw no reason not to help him with a fairly straightforward corporate legal matter, one that Garrett dealt with on a regular basis in his practice. Evan was his brother-in-law. Garrett hesitated at first, but Evan was persuasive, and the offer of a small share of the company sweetened the deal. With the Prentiss Center investment, Garrett didn’t mind having another business venture.

Now he looked back on his involvement with Evan as a huge mistake. With Kristen and Evan’s breakup, everything had blown up in Garrett’s world. Why hadn’t he seen it coming? But he couldn’t have. If he had only listened to his gut. But he hadn’t. Now he could blame only himself.
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Garrett picked up his cell phone and stuck it in his jeans pocket. He’d drive to the club and see if Robby was there. Waiting around was getting him nowhere. He walked out of the office, locking the doors behind him, and took the elevator to the ground floor. He crossed the nearly empty parking lot, slid into the driver’s seat of his Mercedes, drove out the exit, tires squealing, and headed for Sand Lake Country Club.


Chapter 13

Sand Lake

Saturday

It was 10:30 a.m. by the time Garrett pulled into the Sand Lake Country Club parking lot. His first stop was the men’s locker room at the clubhouse, and one of the Saturday-morning regulars, Jim Elliott, told Garrett that Robby had just left. Shit!

Garrett made it to Robby’s house by 11:00 a.m. He parked the Mercedes in front of the impressive two-story house and walked up the driveway. Garrett was sweating, his shirt sticking to him, when he saw his friend. Robby was just getting his clubs out of his SUV.

“You should have played with us this morning,” Robby said, greeting Garrett. “We could have used a fourth.”

Robby’s face was flushed, his nose red under the white SLCC visor. His eyes were invisible behind sunglasses. He had a slim build, with straight dark hair that brushed his collar.

“Why didn’t you call me back? I left a voice mail.” Garrett tried to take the anger out of his voice but missed the mark.

“Sorry, man. I haven’t checked my phone.” He slammed the rear hatch of the SUV and turned around to face Garrett. “You look like shit, by the way.”

“Do you have time to talk?”

“Sure. Jilly Bean took the baby to her sister’s. Want some lunch?”

Robby always called Jillian “Jilly Bean,” and Garrett had to admit the name fit. She was a petite blonde with a bubbly personality and a chin-length bob that bounced when she moved. She wore colorful short dresses that showed off her trim physique.

“Sounds great,” said Garrett, working hard not to show how pissed off he was that Robby had blown him off.

Garrett followed Robby into the garage. Robby leaned his clubs in a corner, hung his visor over the driver’s Titleist head cover, and led the way into the house. Robby lived in a mini-mansion in Lake Shore Estates, a high-end development built along a section of Sand Lake. Each property had its own boat dock and swimming pool, and the development had a community room and playground. Robby and Jillian had been one of the first to buy into the exclusive community soon after they were married.

“How about a beer?” asked Robby.

He pulled two cans of beer out of the refrigerator and threw one to Garrett. Robby opened a cabinet, pulled out a bag of potato chips, tore open the bag, and poured the chips into a bowl.

“Let’s sit in the sunroom.”

Garrett popped open the can and took a gulp of the cold brew as he followed Robby to the glass-enclosed sunroom with its killer view of Sand Lake. Blossoming hibiscus and tall potted palms filled the corners, making the sunny room look like a tropical garden. They settled into white rattan chairs with bright coral cushions facing the lake. A ceiling fan whirred above their heads. Robby picked up the remote and aimed it at the flat screen mounted in the opposite corner. He flipped it to the golf channel and muted the sound.

Garrett stared at Robby and wondered how much longer before Jillian would leave him. Even Leigh had said the marriage wouldn’t last three years. Garrett had given it two. If Jillian hadn’t been pregnant, Robby probably wouldn’t have married her at all.

“What’s going on, Garr?” Robby asked, placing the bowl of chips on the coffee table.

“I need your discretion, Robby.”

“You don’t have to ask.” Robby set his beer can on the table, put his elbows on his knees, and leaned forward, eyes locked on Garrett.

“I’m involved with someone.”

“Is it a client?”

“No.” Garrett cleared his throat. “It’s complicated.”

“Just tell me.”

Garrett sat forward and clasped his hands together, as if praying. He looked over at Robby. “Kristen.”

“Leigh’s sister?” asked Robby, eyebrows raised in disbelief.

Garrett nodded.

“Fuck.” Robby leaned back in the chair and stared at Garrett.

“It’s not what you think.” Garrett shook his head, licking his bottom lip nervously.

“Did you fuck her?” Robby’s face was expressionless.

“That’s irrelevant.” He stared at Robby.

“Does Leigh know?”

“No,” he answered, shaking his head. “But she knows something’s wrong.”

“You’d better fill me in on the details.”

Garrett took the flash drive out of his pocket. He handed it to Robby.

Robby stood up. “Let’s go to my office.”

Garrett followed Robby to the office in the back corner of the house. The shades were closed, and the room was in shadows. Without turning on any lights, Robby sat down at his desk, opened the laptop, and stuck in the drive. Garrett sat across from him and watched his friend’s face as Robby methodically went through each file, the colorful images reflected in his reading glasses.

After watching, Robby leaned back in the chair, his face deadpan. “Start from the beginning.”

Garrett sat back in the chair and stared up at the ceiling. He took a deep breath, folded his hands over his stomach, and thought back to the exact moment when everything in his life had changed. Before his success became meaningless and his life became a disgusting lie, turning him into someone he no longer recognized.
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It all began six months earlier on an unusually warm December morning. Garrett remembered distinctly because Christmas lights twinkled in the Prentiss Center gardens, and a twenty-foot, iced-white Christmas tree adorned with shimmering blue ornaments filled one corner of the elegant white marble lobby. “Home for the Holidays” resonated from the digital Steinway across from the reception desk as he took the private elevator up to the twelfth floor.

Garrett had gone into the office early to try to reserve seats for The Nutcracker ballet, a surprise Christmas gift for Leigh and Jenny. Fortunately, he managed to get the last two front-row balcony seats. When he checked his voice mail, Dani had left a message that she had a 10:30 a.m. appointment with Kristen to discuss her divorce. Garrett was glad Dani was going to represent Kristen. Dani projected a soft touch, but underneath she was lethal in protecting her clients’ interests and ensuring they received fair settlements. Kristen had asked Garrett to represent her, but Garrett had graciously declined. He didn’t want to be involved in Kristen’s legal matters. First of all, she was Leigh’s sister. But mostly, he hated divorce cases. They usually became bitter and petty, with people trying to hurt each other over old grievances—just because they could. In Kristen’s case he didn’t want her to know about his business arrangement with Evan. If it came out in the discovery, as it no doubt would, he’d explain how events transpired—all perfectly above board—and that would be all well and good. But he wanted to remain as distanced as possible. He trusted Dani would apply a delicate approach to representing Kristen’s interests as well as protecting the Prentiss Group from any appearance of a conflict of interest.

Around 11:30 a.m., Amy stuck her head in his door saying Kristen wanted to see him, but before she could finish the sentence, Kristen physically pushed past Amy and was standing in front of his desk, a smile on her face, gushing as she thanked him for referring her to his very capable law partner. He was caught off guard by the interruption, but he stopped what he was doing to be gracious. He was also caught off guard by Kristen’s appearance. She looked even more striking than he remembered. She’d always had flair, and he’d be lying to himself if he said he’d never noticed her physical attributes in the slinky clothing she wore. But now she had the benefit of Evan’s money to buy anything she wanted. And it showed. She was wearing a tailored, cream-colored pantsuit that fit her like a glove, a lime-green silk blouse, and five-inch beige heels. Her blond hair was upswept, wisps trailing around her slender jawline, and an emerald pendant sparkled just above her breasts. Her resemblance to Leigh startled him, throwing him off balance.

When he asked Kristen how things were going, she didn’t answer. Instead, she suggested they have lunch to celebrate her upcoming divorce. Garrett declined because he was too busy, pointing to the stacks of papers and files on his desk. What he didn’t say was he didn’t want to have lunch with her. He’d never spent any extended time with Kristen, and when he did, it was always at a family gathering with Leigh present. Kristen always made him feel uncomfortable, although he didn’t know why. But this particular time, and in spite of his protests, Kristen refused to take no for an answer.

Twenty minutes later they were sitting at a window table in the Crystal Restaurant. The soft background music and the gentle rippling of the blue glass waterfall added a soothing ambience. Kristen ordered a Bloody Mary, and Garrett remembered saying, “Why not?” They sipped their drinks and ordered a light lunch.

Garrett found himself entranced by his sister-in-law. She was funny and sweet, her voice soft and melodic, the conversation matching her light and breezy mood. Until she brought up her divorce.

A visible cast of sadness swept over her face, and she became despondent. He witnessed a tender side to her personality he’d never seen before. In the past Kristen never seemed to get upset by anything. But as their lunch continued, he realized there was much more to her than he ever knew. On that particular day, she’d actually seemed vulnerable, especially after the vodka had taken effect. He told her he was sorry about Evan. He didn’t reveal to her that he’d disliked Evan from the start, but he did say some men can be jerks. She laughed and said women can disappoint too. That completely disarmed him.

He felt more relaxed than he had for a long time. He rarely took the time away from the office unless it was with clients. Kristen was proving to be a surprisingly delightful companion. Garrett said reassuring words about Dani’s experience in handling divorce cases, even difficult divorces, but Kristen seemed restrained in discussing Dani. Garrett chalked it up to Kristen being upset in general. After that matter was settled, they talked about things beyond his usual conversations with Leigh, which were mostly about the kids, school, home repairs, and finances. Kristen shared her plans for a career in real estate, and Garrett listened raptly and told her she would be a great success at whatever she decided to do.

After Garrett checked his watch and realized he had been away from the office for over an hour, he escorted Kristen to the elevator. They were the only passengers, and as it made its slow descent, Kristen, out of nowhere, began to cry. Not certain what to do, he stepped closer to place a comforting arm around her. She leaned into him and brushed her lips against his neck, lingering a little longer than necessary. He caught the scent of her perfume during the embrace and was overcome with confusing feelings. The kiss totally caught him off guard. He untangled himself just as the elevator door opened onto the lobby. The last thing she said was how grateful she was to him for taking the time to talk to her. He’d made it seem possible for her to find meaning and purpose in her life again. He watched as she crossed the lobby and disappeared through the doors and out of sight.

After returning from lunch, Garrett barely had time to slide his chair under his desk when two knocks hammered on his office door. The words “Come in” were on the tip of his tongue when Dani burst in, closing the door behind her.

“I’m representing Kristen in her divorce.” Dani was direct, to the point, and hard-assed. That was what Garrett liked about her, and he sure as hell wouldn’t want to be on the opposing side of Dani Levin in any legal matter. She crossed her arms over the front of her tailored suit jacket, her red lips pursed and a look on her face that was easy to read. “I saw you two leaving together. I guess she filled you in on our conversation.”

He motioned for Dani to have a seat. She ignored him and headed to the wet bar. Dani opened one of the cabinet doors, grabbed a mug, and filled it with coffee from the carafe. She stood there for a minute, holding the hot mug before turning around. It gave Garrett time to check her out. The shoulder-length black hair, pencil skirt, red power heels, rigid posture. He watched her take a sip of coffee, grab a square cocktail napkin off the bar, red fingernails flashing, and wipe the corners of her mouth. She turned around but stood her ground.

“I had lunch with Kristen. She’s happy you’re going to represent her.” Garrett paused. “Did you have a chance to look over the FieldTek-related documents I sent you?”

“I did. And you know the divorce laws as well as I do.”

“Not quite as well as you do,” he said, attempting a smile as he stared into her cold brown eyes.

“Whoever represents her is going to go after FieldTek.”

Garrett broke eye contact, bent his head back, and focused on the wall above her head. He took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair before meeting the dark-brown eyes again. He waited for it.

“Kristen accessed Evan’s emails.” Dani stopped and drank from the mug. “She learned quite a bit about Evan’s business dealings.”

“I’ll take a hit because of my interest in the company.”

“Not necessarily.” Her mouth was hard. “You can retain your interest. But Kristen can go after Evan’s balls, which I’ve recommended.”

Garrett smiled. “I’m glad I’m not Evan.”

“She deserves everything she can get out of the bastard,” Dani said, staring at Garrett.

“What else can you tell me?”

“I’m breaking attorney-client privilege, so what I’m about to tell you can’t leave this room.”

“Right,” he said, and he felt his heart begin to pound and his stomach churn.

“Kristen said an investment firm is preparing a prospectus on FieldTek. I assume you’ve been notified.”

“Not yet.” He kept his expression blank, but his wheels started turning. Why hadn’t Evan notified him? “Does she understand what that could mean?”

“She’s not stupid, but I explained to Kristen it could mean FieldTek is being evaluated for potential sale.” Her eyes pierced his. “Has Evan mentioned anything to you about selling the company?”

Garrett slowly shook his head. “I haven’t discussed FieldTek with Evan.”

“The company’s prospects look promising, but there are plenty of unknowns.” She paused for a beat. “I’m going to have a forensic investigator check out Evan. I suspect he’s hiding assets.” Dani strode toward the door carrying the cup of coffee. With her hand on the door handle, she stopped and paused for a second, looking at him. “One more thing,” she said, eyes narrowed. “Something is going on with Kristen. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but just be careful, Garrett.” Her lips twitched when she said it. He’d seen that reflexive twitch in the past, before she was going in for the kill.

“Don’t read anything into my taking her to lunch,” said Garrett, feeling off balance by her remark. “She’s like a sister to me.” His tone was more emphatic than he meant it to be.

“Of course,” said Dani. She nodded and closed the door behind her.

What the fuck. He didn’t need any rumors floating around about him and Kristen. He couldn’t avoid the relationship. She’s Leigh’s sister, for Christ’s sake. The divorce was going to be difficult, knowing what he knew about Evan. Garrett assumed he’d get beaten up a little in the process, but now it was going to get a lot more complicated. If Evan sold FieldTek, the value could skyrocket, depending on the value of the assets, which included the patents. That wouldn’t be a bad thing. But Leigh might give him some shit when she found out he was involved with FieldTek. He probably should have told her, but it didn’t seem like a big deal at the time. What a CF.

It was too bad for Kristen that any of this had happened. But it had. And maybe Dani was more astute than he’d given her credit for about his lunch date with Kristen. Dani was female and could pick up signals. Kristen might be his sister-in-law, but she was anything but subtle. Garrett tipped his head over and sniffed the shoulder of his jacket. The fragrance was still there. He could still feel the touch of her soft lips on his neck. Damn it. If she’d wanted to have an effect on him, she’d more than succeeded. Garrett had to be very careful when he was around Kristen. For his own sake. He’d tell Leigh about having lunch with Kristen, but that was all. She didn’t need to know the rest of it. There was nothing to tell as far as he was concerned. He intended to keep it that way.


Chapter 14

Sand Lake

Saturday

Robby relaxed back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest, a blank expression on his face, listening intently as Garrett described how he’d gotten involved with Kristen. And her husband, Evan Field. He told Robby about the friendly persuasion, a brother-in-law asking for a favor in exchange for ten percent equity in a speculative business not yet off the ground.

“So you structured FieldTek as a limited liability partnership, and you hold ten percent equity in the company with intent to profit.”

“Yes.” Garrett nodded. He stood up, took a deep breath, and started pacing in the low-lit office.

“What happened after you had lunch with Kristen?”

“Soon after the lunch, she began calling me, wanting advice, saying she desperately needed to talk to me.” He stopped pacing and fixed his gaze on Robby.

“Did you tell Leigh you went to see Kristen at her condo?”

“No.”

“Why not?” Robby asked, perplexed.

“I don’t know.” He shook his head. “At the time I didn’t think it mattered. Kristen wanted my help, and I guess I didn’t want Leigh to worry.”

“Right.” Robby nodded. He waited a few beats then said with a flat voice, “Is this video from the first time you were at Kristen’s?”

“Yes.”

“You know the implications of the video.”

“It’s not what it looks like.”

“But you know what it looks like.”

“Fuck, yes, I know what it looks like.” He let out a huff. “But it isn’t!” Garrett’s voice was loud, even to himself.

“Calm down. You know I’m the last one to judge you.”

“Fine.” Garrett took a deep breath and ran his fingers through his hair. His hands felt sweaty.

“Do you want another beer?” asked Robby.

Garrett shook his head, rested his elbow on the arm of the chair, and covered his mouth with his hand.

“Whatever happened or didn’t happen with you and Kristen is not your big problem here, Garrett. It may be a problem, but it’s the warehouse photograph that’s your problem.” Robby placed his arms on the desk, folded his hands, and leaned forward. His pupils were pinholes boring into Garrett’s.

“Don’t you think I know that!” shouted Garrett. “The asshole’s blackmailing me.”

“Where is the warehouse?”

Garrett got up out of the chair and strode across the room. “San Francisco. FieldTek has an office and warehouse facility there.”

“Let me just spell out what it looks like to me.” Robby inhaled a loud breath. “The warehouse in the photo appears to contain a large quantity of plastic bags filled with a white powdery substance. The exterior photo of the warehouse has the FieldTek company logo on it. That’s the company in which you are an equity partner. Correct?”

Garrett felt his gut spasm as he heard Robby say the words out loud.

“I’m fucked.”

Robby leaned forward, picked up his beer can, and took a big gulp. He set the can back down on his desk. “Even if you had no knowledge of criminal activity or intent to commit a crime, you’re still liable.”

“I know the law, Robby.”

“What about earning statements? You must have some tax documents.”

“Evan applied for IRS extensions. No earnings, but lots of start-up expenses.”

Robby stared up at the ceiling before lowering his head and fixing his gaze on Garrett.

“Are you sure all he wants is for Kristen to agree to the divorce?”

“That’s what he says.”

“And she won’t agree?”

“She’s adamant. She thinks she’s going to get half of FieldTek.”

“What the fuck.” Robby shook his head and furrowed his brow. “She needs to get as far away from that asshole as she can.”

“Oh yeah,” said Garrett, nodding.

“He must have crapped on her big time.”

“You don’t know the half of it.”

“Tell me.” Robby waited.

“When Kristen caught him with the other woman, Kristen had a miscarriage. End of story.”

“Does he know about the baby?” Robby asked, raising his eyebrows.

“No.”

Robby spun his desk chair around to face the darkened window. “It would be fun to tell him.” He huffed out an insincere laugh.

“I promised Kristen I wouldn’t.”

“That’s not our problem, though, is it?”

Garrett shook his head. “No.”

“Does Dani know any of this?”

“I don’t think she knows about the miscarriage, but she’s done a forensics investigation on Evan Field. His background doesn’t check out.”

Garrett told Robby about the day Dani came into his office and slammed the investigator’s report on his desk.
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“I need to talk to you.”

Garrett looked up from his computer screen and saw Dani standing in the doorway. “Sure, Dani. Come on in.”

“I have some information you need to see,” she said, walking over and sitting down in one of the leather armchairs across from his desk. “It took longer than usual,” she said. “My forensics guy had to dig through multiple layers to obtain this information.”

Dani looked intense and lethal, an expression he’d seen on her face many times in the past, like a shark circling its prey. The sun was shining into the office, a beautiful late winter day, but he felt a sense of foreboding, like a room suddenly cast in shadow as a thunderstorm approached.

“Evan Field isn’t who you think he is,” she said.

Garrett felt his stomach lurch. He sat back in his chair and took a deep breath. “What’d you find out?”

She opened the manila folder and looked down at the paper file on her lap. She began reading aloud. “Evan Field graduated from the University of Southern Miami with a BS in computer science. From there, he was employed by Waverly Commercial Real Estate Company in the IT department. He also obtained his commercial real estate license.” She paused before continuing to read. “After leaving Waverly, he bought and sold some prime commercial acreage in south Florida and made a small fortune. Hence his very comfy lifestyle. He set up EF Associates, has multiple businesses, several LLCs that haven’t operated in years. They have no employees, just post office box addresses.” She looked up at Garrett. “He also worked for the Mid-States Oil Company in Michigan.”

“Okay,” said Garrett, the word hanging in the air as he tried to follow everything Dani was telling him.

“But not in R&D,” said Dani. “He worked in IT. Looks like he had access to the entire computer network of Mid-States Oil.”

“What are you saying?” asked Garrett.

“He knows dick about chemistry. The investigator looked into his patent applications, and there’s some kind of delay. His contact at the US Patent Department wouldn’t confirm, but usually when a delay occurs, the patent data is questionable.”

Garrett stared at her in stunned silence. “He committed fraud?”

“Legally, I don’t know. It depends on a lot of things we don’t know about your brother-in-law. Like where he’s getting his money.”

Dani closed the folder and placed it in front of Garrett in the center of his desk. She stood up and looked down at him. “With his IT background, he’s buried his past neatly and thoroughly.” Her eyes became intense. “He’s put you at risk, Garrett.”

“You’ve told Kristen this?”

“Everything. She’s holding out hopes for FieldTek. I told her to sever all ties, legal and otherwise, with this guy, ASAP.”

“And will she?”

“I can advise my clients, but I can’t force them to do anything.” She touched her forehead and looked down for a brief second, a nervous tic he’d seen before when she was perplexed. She looked up again. “She’s not right, Garrett. Something doesn’t add up with Kristen. Maybe she confided in you?” She looked at him with raised eyebrows.

He ignored the question and stared down at the folder. “You’re sure about all this?”

“This is bad, Garrett, and it poses a major risk to Prentiss Group, not to mention your personal liability.”

“Fuck!”

“Read it and weep.” Dani was staring down at him, her arms folded.

They both knew he was in a shitstorm, and he hoped to hell he could contain the damage. The personal blowback was going to be enormous as hell, not to mention what it would do to Kristen. But he prayed to God he could save Prentiss Group from damage, financial or otherwise. Fuck. What else did Evan lie about?
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Garrett looked at Robby. “He’s an IT guy, not a chemical engineer. His money has come from investments in real estate and various LLCs, and he set up FieldTek as a green energy company using potentially falsified data.”

“What data?”

“For the patents. Dani said there’s some kind of delay.”

“So your business partner is a felon and possible drug dealer.”

Garrett stood there staring at Robby. “Sounds pretty bad.”

“It’s bad,” said Robby, his face expressionless. “But it’s fixable.” Robby looked down and began making notations on the legal pad in front of him. After a minute he looked up at Garrett. “I’ll draft the partnership dissolution document and file it with the state. We’ll send your signed copy to Evan. He’ll get it Monday morning. I need to see the original agreement, but we’ll start the formal dissolution.”

“And if this doesn’t work?”

Robby looked up at Garrett and grinned. “Like I said, this problem is fixable.”

“It has to be,” said Garrett.

Robby looked at Garrett. “You realize this isn’t about Kristen signing some fucking papers.” He hesitated for a beat. “This is about you fucking his wife.”


Chapter 15

Sand Lake

Six Months Ago

As Kristen drove out of the Prentiss Group parking lot, she thought about the meeting with Dani. It had gone better than she’d hoped. Dani was impressive and highly competent, and she’d made it clear that Kristen’s interests would be her primary focus. Having Dani represent her also meant Kristen would have access to Garrett. How lucky she was that she’d been able to slip into Garrett’s office after the meeting. That was all she wanted anyway. To get some personal, one-on-one time with Garrett. It had worked out perfectly. Getting Garrett to take her to lunch had been fairly easy, and she was glad she’d had the forethought to wear the form-hugging pantsuit. She could tell that he was impressed with her appearance. He could hardly tear his eyes away from her cleavage. But he was also warm, thoughtful, and sympathetic. She could see why Leigh had fallen for him. Wonder what would have happened if I’d met him first, she thought, imagining how different her life might have been. For them both. Even though she was seven years younger than Garrett, the “kid sister,” he would have been good for her, a safe choice. Maybe that was what she’d always needed. Someone safe.

Dani had also been a sympathetic listener. She was single, but she’d been around. She knew men could be pricks, and Kristen was sure Dani had even dated a few. Even though Dani probably still held on to the dream she’d found the perfect one. They all did. Like that perfect one exists. What a fucking joke. There’s no such animal. Yet underneath all the smoke and mirrors, most women held on to the dream.

Things were going to be different this time. She’d persuade Dani to hold out for the big payoff. Then she’d educate Leigh. It wouldn’t be easy, but it was necessary and could be pleasant in its own way. She knew people see what they wanted to see. She’d learned how to show houses in their best light, to their best advantage, to make the buyer want it with all their hearts and souls. Leigh had gotten lost in the image of Garrett—his perfect good looks, his base goodness, his intellect. But he was still a man. They all have weaknesses. And Kristen had known exactly how to find Garrett’s. And her sister hadn’t suspected a thing.

All Kristen knew was Leigh’s superior, Goody Two-shoes attitude had grown very tiresome. Who was she kidding? A man like Garrett was a driven, hardcore perfectionist. But he was still a man. Leigh could lie to herself all she wanted, believing her perfect world wasn’t a fantasy. She lived in a pretend world with pretend things. Even Garrett. He was a fantasy too. Leigh just hasn’t figured it out yet. But she would. Delusions were just that. Delusions.


Chapter 16

Sand Lake

Six Months Ago

The tight skirt was sticking to the backs of her damp thighs by the time Dani pulled her white Lexus SUV into the driveway and parked next to Gil’s blue Ford pickup. She grabbed her briefcase, purse, and suit jacket, punched in the code on the keypad, and entered the house through the garage. As she walked past the Harley, she touched the polished aluminum engine. It was still hot. He must have gone out for a ride after his shift. She dropped her briefcase and purse on the kitchen table and hung her jacket over the back of a chair.

“Gil, I’m home,” she called out while sorting through a stack of mail on the center island.

She gathered the junk mail, opened the door to the garage, and tossed it in the recycling bin. Through the sliding doors, she saw the grill lid was up, gray smoke billowing off the neatly stacked charcoal. Her stomach growled, wondering what Gil was planning for dinner. She opened the refrigerator—a tray of steak kebobs covered by cellophane, a bowl of mixed greens, crumbled feta cheese, and sliced tomatoes placed next to it. Gil hadn’t answered, so she walked down the hallway to the bedroom.

“Honey, where are you?” she called again.

She heard the shower running. She slipped off her red heels, unzipped her skirt, and hung it in the closet. She saw the holster and gun on top of the bureau, jeans and T-shirt in a pile on the floor.

She stuck her head in the steamy bathroom. “Gil, I’m home,” she said.

“Come give me a kiss, baby,” he said, pulling the shower curtain back just enough so she could see the big grin on his face.

“No tricks, okay?” She smiled at him, raising her eyebrows.

“I promise, honest.” He nodded, smirking.

Dani went over to give him a kiss, and with one swift motion, he reached out, wrapped a thick, muscular arm around her waist, and pulled her into the shower. She screamed and giggled as the water poured over her head, causing her silk blouse to cling to her skin and soak her bra. She struggled to get out of his beefy grip, but he covered her face with wet kisses. His big hands pulled her small hips against his body, and she collapsed into his embrace. She felt her clothes being peeled off as his mouth and tongue explored her body.

She gasped for air, breathless, wanting him. “What about the grill?” She managed to get the words out between kisses.

“Fuck the grill.” He threw her soaked panties out of the shower and covered her mouth with his.

An hour later, her hair wet and her feet bare, Dani was sitting on a barstool at the breakfast bar in the kitchen, sipping a glass of wine while watching Gil prepare their dinner.

“How was your day?” he asked.

“Lovely.” She grinned, taking a sip of the red wine, watching him over the rim of her glass. “By the way, you’re paying my dry-cleaning bill.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, winking at her.

Damn, she thought, looking at his strong back and shoulders and checking out his tight butt. He was amazing, in bed and out. And he can cook.
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How did I get so lucky? Her eyes followed him as he moved around the small but well-equipped kitchen. Dani remembered the day she first saw him. She was having a drink with her assistant, Nina, at one of the local watering holes, convenient to the courthouse and the Sand Lake Police Station. Gil was standing at the bar with a few of his cop buddies, wearing plain clothes, the telltale bulge under his rumpled sport coat, shirt collar open, tie askew. He was tall, solidly built, and tough looking, with a scruffy dark beard and cropped dark hair—definitely not the white-collar type. And definitely not the type she was looking for. But when she walked past him on her way to the ladies’ room, she saw his head turn and could feel his eyes checking her out.

When she and Nina left around 10:00 p.m., they were halfway to the parking lot when Gil caught up with them. She braced herself for his pickup line as she remembered telling her girlfriend that this guy was going to be a pain in the ass.

Instead he said, “Excuse me; you forgot your phone.”

He held it out to her. Embarrassed, she thanked him, but when she looked up into his deep-blue eyes, her heart skipped the proverbial beat. That was it. When he asked her if he could walk her and her friend to their cars, he asked for her phone number, and she readily handed him her business card, which she never normally did to a perfect stranger after a brief encounter on a sidewalk outside a bar after dark. Within a week they were at his modest ranch house, in his king-size bed, making passionate love all afternoon and evening, leaving the bedroom only to consume heaping platefuls of pasta and a bottle of red wine before getting back into bed to consume each other. A month later she moved in. He bought her a motorcycle helmet, and they totally committed to each other. That was a year ago.
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The microwave dinged. Gil removed the plate of sizzling bacon and unwrapped it from the grease-filled paper towels. He placed the cooked slices on a cutting board and chopped the bacon into small pieces before tossing it into the salad.

“Looks wonderful,” said Dani.

He carried the platter of kebabs out to the patio and placed them on the grill. He walked back inside, sat down next to her, and picked up his beer can. After taking a long swallow, he said, “So really, how was your day?”

“Great since I got home,” she answered, the wine easing her tension. “But I have a problem.”

“Tell me, babe,” he said, swiveling the barstool to look at her.

She loved the way he listened to her. No matter what he was doing, he stopped and listened. It was a total focus. He’d lean toward her and look into her eyes, occasionally nodding that he understood. She was blessed to have this beautiful man truly care about her.

“I’m worried about Leigh and Garrett,” she said, pressing her lips together.

“What kind of worry?”

“Leigh’s sister, Kristen, is getting a divorce. She came in today and asked me to represent her.”

“And you said?”

“I said I’d help her.”

“You’ll do a good job, and Leigh will appreciate it.”

“It’s not that. Kristen seemed detached. I don’t know. I’m not sure what I’m reading from her. After she left my office, she stopped by Garrett’s office.” She paused. “He took her to lunch.”

“Okay.” He looked at her, waiting.

“I’ve been in the divorce business a long time. I think she was on the make.”

“Garrett?” He snorted a half laugh and shook his head. “Seriously?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Did you talk to Garrett?”

“Yeah, I talked to him.”

“What’d he say?”

“He got defensive fast.”

“I don’t know Garrett that well, but he doesn’t seem like a player.”

“I don’t think he is. But…I don’t know. I sense something odd there.”

“Has Leigh said anything? You’re pretty close.”

“I don’t think she would. Not about Garrett.”

He nodded. “How can I help?”

“Do you think you could do some checking up on Evan Field?”

“What kind of checking?” He studied her face.

Dani poured more wine into her glass. “I want a deep dive into his background. I want to know where he’s from, where he went to school, his marital history, his company—whatever you can get.”

“I can do that.” His face turned serious.

“Cheers,” Dani said, tapping her wineglass against his beer can.

“Oh shit,” said Gil, glancing outside. Black smoke was coming off the grill, and he grabbed the platter and hurried outside to rescue their dinner.

As Dani got out the silverware and dinner plates, she thought about what she’d told Gil. She didn’t know why she felt suspicious about Kristen’s motives, but something didn’t feel right. Maybe finding out more about Evan would help. She hoped so. She wasn’t as concerned about Kristen as she was about Leigh. She’d gotten to know Leigh since she started working at the law firm, and they’d become friends. Leigh was generous to a fault, kindhearted, and took things in stride. And she loved Garrett. Dani respected Garrett, but she’d worked as a divorce attorney for too long. She knew good people could get into trouble before they saw it coming. Dani felt protective of Leigh, and somehow she was worried Kristen was being evasive and hiding something. She was going to find out as much as she could about Evan Field, EF Associates, and FieldTek. Digging deeper into what made Evan Field tick could be very helpful in more ways than one. Or, if nothing else, interesting.


Chapter 17

Midnight Beach

Saturday

As she blow-dried her hair, Kristen stared at her reflection in the jeweled oval mirror over the marble vanity and thought about her conversation with Leigh. Her sister saw only the perfect little sister with her perfect appearance and the upbeat attitude she was forced to maintain, the image she had to present to the outside world. But inside she felt ugly, empty, and devastated. She’d wanted to tell her sister everything. Why she refused to make Evan’s life easy by signing the divorce papers. And why he kept calling her and calling her. And about what had happened in San Francisco. But she couldn’t. She couldn’t let Leigh know how truly imperfect she was. That her outward appearance was designed to hide her broken and shattered self. As she thought about the events that had led up to the end of her marriage, her eyes began to burn from the pooling tears. Evan still didn’t know the reason she’d shown up at his hotel that evening. He probably thought she’d impulsively planned a surprise romantic rendezvous. He still has no clue why I was there. Her mouth twisted into a hideous grimace when she remembered that day.
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It wouldn’t have been the first time she’d arranged to meet him when he was out of town. When Evan traveled on business, she’d often accompanied him. She’d enjoyed exploring a new city or a shopping excursion until Evan had free time or could meet for lunch. After his meetings, which sometimes stretched late into the evening, he’d return to their hotel room, and she’d be eagerly waiting for him, dressed in skimpy lingerie or a long strand of pearls and silk panties. She’d loved surprising him. He was always ready for me, she thought, thinking of their lovemaking and how much she missed feeling his touch on her skin.

Kristen wondered if he missed her at all. In her heart, in the deepest part of her soul, she knew her marriage had not only been a foolish dream but also a complete and utter fraud. How could it not have been? She wondered how many times he had cheated on her before she caught him with Arabel.

But on that first Monday in December, when Evan told her something had come up suddenly and he had to leave for San Francisco at noon, Kristen had hidden her disappointment. She hadn’t told Evan about her doctor’s appointment scheduled that same day. She’d been feeling tired and experiencing vague symptoms. She suspected she was pregnant, but she wasn’t sure. She’d bought one of those at-home pregnancy tests, but she couldn’t bring herself to use it. She didn’t want to wonder if the test was accurate or not. The unknown was Evan. Although they’d never discussed having children, Kristen was certain that Evan would not only want a baby, as she always had, but also he’d make a wonderful father.

When she saw the doctor, he confirmed she was pregnant. Although she was only six weeks along, their beautiful little baby showed up gloriously on the sonogram, a glowing, pea-size bubble, and she was thrilled beyond her wildest dreams. The doctor gave her a print of the sonogram image, and she couldn’t wait to show Evan the first photograph of the beautiful baby they had conceived.

She decided not to wait until Evan returned home to surprise him with the news. She knew exactly how she would do it. She would fly to San Francisco, show up at his hotel, and surprise him with a framed photo of their baby, gift-wrapped in silver foil Christmas wrap and a silver bow. She’d tell him their baby was an early Christmas present to them both. She wanted this trip to be one they both would remember and cherish forever. A day they could mark on the calendar and celebrate every year for the rest of their lives.

But after she arrived at the hotel and found Evan with Arabel, Kristen totally lost it. It was the moment when she felt the earth shift and give way under her feet with nothing solid to hold on to—the shift in her belief the world was a truly good place. She couldn’t remember everything she said. She just remembered screaming at Evan before she broke down in tears and ran from the hotel room. He had tried to stop her, but she pushed him out of the way. The image of Evan in a towel and Arabel naked in his bed was etched in her memory, a hideous image she couldn’t erase. She took the elevator straight to the lobby and got a taxi to the airport.

That was when the real nightmare began. While sitting at the gate waiting for her flight, the cramps started. Then she felt a stabbing pain in her abdomen. As the pain worsened, she gestured to the gate agent for help. The agent was wonderful. She called for an ambulance, but before the attendants could get Kristen to the nearby airport medical center, she had lost the baby. Evan’s baby.

The doctor was gentle, compassionate, and understanding. He explained that she’d be able to have other children and that miscarriages usually occur naturally when something is wrong, but Kristen refused to listen. She knew it was Evan’s fault. The doctor insisted she spend the night in the hospital.

Kristen somehow managed to fly home the next day. She was weak, both physically and emotionally, and cried the entire flight. She’d lost her husband, her baby, and all her dreams in a matter of moments. Kristen never told Evan about the baby. The heartbreak was almost more than she could bear. Every moment she spent with Jenny or saw Leigh with her children made the heartbreak that much more painful and real—an in-your-face reminder of everything she had lost.

Kristen blamed only one person—Evan. She was determined to make him pay for the heartbreak he’d caused her. Eventually she’d tell him about the loss of their child, a direct result of his betrayal. She just hadn’t decided when. But she was going to make certain he felt as much pain as she’d felt the day she lost their beautiful, perfect baby. And her perfect dream.


Chapter 18

Midnight Beach

Saturday

“What do you think?” asked Leigh, striking an exaggerated model’s pose.

Kristen put her hairbrush down on the dresser and turned to look at her sister.

“You look awesome,” said Kristen. “Wow!” Her eyes widened in surprise.

When Kristen had suggested Leigh wear one of her summer dresses to the music festival, Leigh had answered with an emphatic “No!” She’d just wanted to dress comfortably in shorts and a T-shirt. But Kristen had insisted. After trying on the white halter shift dress that stopped at midthigh, Leigh had to agree she looked all right. In fact, she looked better than all right. Now, staring at herself in the mirror, she couldn’t believe how much she looked like Kristen, especially with her gold hoop earrings, blond-streaked hair in a loose bun, and blond tendrils falling loosely around her face.

“So do you,” said Leigh, admiring her sister.

Kristen was wearing a scoop-necked, bare-shouldered red T-shirt and tight faded jeans, torn at the knees. Gold bangle bracelets jingled on her wrist, and her hair tumbled in loose waves over her shoulders.

Leigh walked over and stood in front of the full-length silver-framed mirror leaning against the wall. “Come and stand next to me.”

Kristen crossed the room and stood shoulder to shoulder with Leigh. The reflection was stunning. She and Kristen could pass for twins.

“I can’t believe it,” said Leigh in surprise, shaking her head in awe.

“Me, either, sis,” she answered, staring at their images. “I guess we are alike.” Kristen paused. “In some ways,” she added, studying Leigh’s reflection in the mirror. “You keep the dress. It’s perfect for you.”

Leigh nodded, smiling, “Thanks, sweetie, but I can’t take your dress. Maybe you can help me update my wardrobe before you go back. Let’s do some online shopping, and you can help me pick out a few new things.”

“Absolutely,” said Kristen.

The sisters found the kids downstairs, Jenny in the living room and Jay in the kitchen grabbing a Coke from the refrigerator. As Leigh reminded Jay about putting Jenny to bed by 9:00 p.m., he stared at his mother and aunt.

“I guess we look alike,” said Leigh, smiling at the awestruck expression on Jay’s face.

He just nodded in reply. “Can I order a pizza later?”

“Sure,” said Leigh. “I’ll text you if we’re going to be late.”

“Okay,” he said. “Have fun.” He stared at his mom, his face expressionless. “You look nice.”

“Thanks, honey,” said Leigh. She gave him a kiss while mussing his hair.

“Cut it out,” he said, disgusted, wiping the wet lipstick smear from his cheek with the palm of his hand.

“See you later,” said Aunt Kristen, kissing Jenny goodbye.

In spite of heavy traffic, it took only about twenty minutes to get to the Sunset Park Pavilion. Kristen turned into the parking lot and found a spot not too far from the entrance. The concert had already begun, the music rhythmic and loud coming from the direction of the open-air venue.

“Like old times,” said Kristen, bobbing her head to the beat.

Leigh laughed. “Almost.”

It felt like déjà vu to Leigh as she and Kristen walked arm in arm across the parking lot. The melody of a song they both knew by heart floated through the air, and they started singing in unison to the cover band’s rendition of Bryan Adams’s “Summer of ’69.” Leigh looked over at Kristen and thought about the many summers they’d spent together. But what she saw right then shocked her. Maybe it was the fading light of dusk, but she saw something in Kristen’s face she had never seen before. There was a shadow of sadness in her sister’s eyes, a darkness Leigh had never seen in her happy, carefree, beautiful sister. She realized right then they might have so much more in common than their uncanny resemblance to each other. Maybe Kristen would share whatever secret she was keeping. Because Leigh suspected it was big, and there was much more to her refusal to divorce Evan than his affair with Arabel.


Chapter 19

Midnight Beach

Saturday

“You’re a good swimmer.”

Leigh was standing at the refreshment stand counter waiting for the two Diet Cokes she’d ordered when she heard the man’s voice coming from directly behind her. With loud music playing in the background, she wasn’t sure who he was speaking to, but when she turned around, there he was. The man she’d seen in Landon’s. The man with the baseball cap and intense blue eyes. He was standing right behind her, only inches away, when they were jostled by the impatient crowd waiting to be served. They were now facing each other, and he had gotten shoved so close to her that she could feel the heat radiating from his body. Leigh was suddenly nervous by the awkwardness of the situation. He was tall and towered over her. Leigh looked up into his eyes.

“I saw you swimming this morning, back of the breakers,” he said, smiling.

“Yes, I was,” she said, looking up at him.

Right then the clerk at the stand said, “Here are your drinks.”

Leigh turned around, grabbed the two soft drinks with a thank-you, and turned back to speak to the man who’d been watching her swim. Before she could say anything, she felt his hand on her elbow, guiding her through the throng of people waiting in line. When they got to an open space, she stopped and looked at him. He was wearing slim-fitting jeans, a light-blue polo shirt, and jogging shoes. She felt self-conscious, acutely aware most of her legs were showing below the hem of the white halter dress. He must have sensed her discomfort.

“I wasn’t stalking you or anything. I was jogging on the beach and saw you go in the water.” He paused. “Like I said, you’re a good swimmer.”

“I was on the swim team in high school. Sand Lake,” she answered, wondering where this conversation was going.

“I work on the beach. Water safety manager,” he said. “I like swimming out there too.”

She smiled. “When you’re not jogging.”

“Right,” he said, returning her smile. After hesitating a moment, he said, “I’m Jack McDermott.”

“Leigh Prentiss,” she said. “I’m here with my sister, Kristen.”

“Good concert,” he said, looking around, placing his hands loosely on his hips. She sensed he was embarrassed.

“Yes, it is. Oldies are the best.”

“You’re staying here on the beach?”

“Yes. I’m on Driftwood Lane.”

He got quiet and nodded. Leigh couldn’t read what he was thinking. He pressed his lips together, and she saw his jaw muscles tighten. Her eyes were drawn to his again; they were deep blue and intense.

“My sister’s waiting for me. I better go,” she said, still holding the drinks and motioning with her head toward the amphitheater.

“Maybe I’ll see you on the beach again,” he stated.

“Okay,” she answered. “Nice to meet you, Jack.” She couldn’t help smiling at this man.

“You, too, Leigh.”

He turned and walked off into the crowd. Her eyes followed him until he disappeared from sight. She didn’t understand why he made her feel like an awkward teenager. But there was something about him. Those eyes. And those shoulders. And he seemed really nice. Leigh hoped she’d see him again. “Jack McDermott,” she said out loud to no one in particular as she walked down the aisle of the amphitheater, looking for her sister.


Chapter 20

Sand Lake

Saturday

Garrett popped open another beer and sat down on the leather sofa in the family room. It was midnight. He’d skipped dinner, and he was half-drunk. His vision was blurred, but he found the contact in his cell phone. He hit dial. It took three rings before Evan picked up.

“Hello, Garrett. I’ve been expecting to hear from you.”

“I’m not sure what kind of game you’re playing, but it won’t work.” He concentrated on not slurring his words.

“I’m guessing you’ve seen the video and the photos.”

“What do you want, Evan?”

“You need to convince Kristen to sign the divorce agreement. She appears to have a great deal of affection for you, Garrett.”

“Kristen won’t sign, and there’s nothing I can say that will change her mind.”

“Maybe you haven’t tried hard enough. I’m sure you can be very convincing.”

“I’m not involved in whatever issues you have with Kristen.”

“I think you are very much involved. You signed contracts, and as an equity partner, you have rights and responsibilities.” He paused. “And you fucked my wife.”

“I didn’t have sex with your wife,” Garrett hissed, using every ounce of strength he had to maintain his control.

“That will be hard to prove when Leigh sees the video of her husband in an extremely intimate embrace with her baby sister.”

“I won’t let you destroy my family, you bastard.”

“You made decisions, Garrett. Some things can’t be undone.”

“I’m giving up all legal claims to FieldTek.” He tried to keep his voice steady. “You’ll be receiving the dissolution agreement next week. It’s all yours, Evan. I want no part of whatever business you’re involved in.” He heard his voice rise. “I’m not part of it. Do you get it?”

“I don’t think you get it, Garrett. You made a decision when you set up our business arrangement.”

“Like the decision you made to have an affair in San Francisco?”

There was a long silence.

“That was business. It had nothing to do with Kristen.”

Garrett was stunned by Evan’s lack of emotion. He couldn’t stop himself. “You need to ask Kristen what happened after she found you with Arabel.”

“What are you talking about?”

For the first time, Garrett heard doubt creep into Evan’s voice. “You need to talk to your wife, Evan. If you fuck with my family, you’ll live to regret it.”

“You forget, Garrett. I’m holding all the cards.”

“You’re the one who has more to lose than I do, Evan.”

Evan didn’t answer. All Garrett heard was the sound of Evan’s breathing as he absorbed the meaning of what Garrett had just said.

Evan’s tone changed. “Look, Garrett. You have a simple decision here that will be mutually beneficial. You keep Prentiss Group, your marriage, your reputation. Kristen moves on. We all go our separate ways. No harm, no foul. Everybody wins.”

“Fuck you. I’m not involved in whatever you’re doing.”

“It’s too late, Garrett. You and I are business partners, remember? You’re in it up to your ass, and there’s not a fucking thing you can do about it.”

Garrett disconnected and slammed his cell phone down on the coffee table. His jaw muscles flexed, and he balled up his fists. The bastard will not get away with this.


Chapter 21

Midnight Beach

Sunday

“Another day in paradise,” said Kristen, standing on the deck, staring out toward the ocean, her black Chanel sunglasses pushed up in her hair.

Leigh came out onto the deck carrying her tote, Jenny at her side. “Aren’t you glad you came?” she asked.

“I wouldn’t have missed it,” said Kristen, smiling at Jenny. “Is Jay sleeping in?”

“Yes, he was up late last night talking to Hannah. She may not be able to come this week.”

“Aw, he must be so disappointed.”

“He’ll be fine. He wants to go kayaking with some of the guys he’s been hanging around with. He’ll be occupied, and it will be good for them to have a little bit of space.”

Kristen gathered her hair on top of her head in a loose bun, wisps blowing against her face. Her white gauze beach cover-up was see-through, revealing a turquoise bikini underneath. “You’re probably right. Remember Alan? That guy I dated in eleventh grade?”

“Tell me later, Aunt Kristen,” said Leigh while shaking her head no and gesturing toward Jenny, who was walking ahead of them down the deck steps but still within earshot.

“That’s a cute swimsuit cover-up, Kristen,” said Leigh, changing the subject as she followed her sister down the steep deck stairs.

“You can have it when I leave. I have a black one just like it.”

“Thanks, but only if you let me pay you for it.”

“No way,” said Kristen. “You haven’t let me pay for anything during my visit, so you have to take it. And the white halter dress.”

“You’re so sweet,” said Leigh. She and Kristen walked side by side along the path to the beach. “I need a little glamour. Let’s do some shopping before you leave on Tuesday.”

The beach was fairly crowded even though it was only 9:00 a.m. Leigh liked getting there early, before the sun was blazing. She was already feeling the heat as she opened the beach umbrella and spread her towel on the warm sand. Jenny was doing her prancing tiptoe dance along the white ruffled edges of the ocean, the sandpipers flitting ahead of her, keeping a safe distance. Kristen placed her towel near Leigh’s, smoothing the sand before she sat down. Leigh was looking toward the water, keeping a close eye on Jenny, when she noticed a familiar figure jogging toward her.

“Good morning, Leigh,” said Jack, stopping next to the umbrella. He was wearing sunglasses, his arms glistening with sweat, his hands on his hips, out of breath.

“You’re jogging kind of late this morning,” she said, getting up from her towel to greet him. She felt as though he was an old friend, although they’d met officially only last evening at the concert.

“I slept in a little longer than usual,” he replied.

“Out partying last night?” she chided lightheartedly while staring up at him, but his eyes were invisible behind the dark aviators. He was wearing baggy shorts and a faded T-shirt with the Semper Fi logo on the front. She noticed his rugged features and scruffy beard and the pleasant scent of coconut suntan lotion.

“You might say that,” he said, not really answering her.

“Oh, this is my sister, Kristen Field,” said Leigh, turning toward the umbrella.

“Hey, Jack,” she said, smiling up at him.

“Nice to meet you,” he said, nodding at her, then turned his attention back to Leigh. “Did you go swimming this morning?”

“No, I slept in too,” she said, feeling a little uncomfortable under his stare. She hesitated but had a sudden impulse. “Why don’t you come by for a drink this evening? I could offer you a glass of wine.”

He looked at her and waited a moment to answer. “Thanks. I guess so.” Then he smiled, looked toward the water, then back at Leigh. “Sure.”

Leigh pointed toward the house. “I live there. Just come around 6:00 p.m.?”

“Sounds great,” he said. “Guess I better get going. See you at six.” He took off jogging, and Leigh watched him until he disappeared down the beach.

“Why did you do that?” asked Kristen, shaking her head in irritation as Leigh sat back down under the umbrella.

“Just go with it,” said Leigh. “It’s good to meet new people, and he seems nice. Mom always told us to be open to making new friends.” Leigh smiled at her sister, trying to lighten Kristen’s mood. Actually, Leigh felt excited about Jack stopping by.

“I hope you’re not trying to fix me up with him,” said Kristen, an edge to her voice. “I can get my own dates.”

“You’re leaving on Tuesday. It’s no big deal.” Leigh was surprised at Kristen. “And you’re not dating anyone, right? At least, you haven’t told me about anyone you’re seeing.” She lifted her shoulders in question.

“Fine,” said Kristen, perturbed. “He’s your friend. Just remember that, and I’m still married.”

“Not for long,” said Leigh. “Come on, Kristen. It’s just a casual drink. Lighten up.”

Jenny ran up and asked for a drink. Leigh was happy for the interruption. She dug into her bag and pulled out a juice box for Jenny, who drank it down fast. She started jumping up and down while she wiped the purple liquid off her mouth with the back of her hand.

“Come on, Aunt Kristen. Take me out into the waves!”

“Sure,” she said, standing up and grabbing Jenny’s hand.

“You, too, Mom,” squealed Jenny.

“I’ll be right there,” said Leigh. “I need to put on more sunblock.”

She reached for the tube of sunblock in her bag, squeezed out some of the white lotion, and applied it to her arms and upper chest. It seemed odd that Kristen had been so unfriendly to Jack. She must really be having a hard time getting over Evan. Leigh hoped she hadn’t made a mistake inviting Jack for a drink. It was impulsive, but she liked him. What could be the harm in a friendly drink with a nice guy? Maybe he could talk to Jay about becoming a lifeguard. In fact, Leigh was happy he was coming. She wanted to find out more about him. He had a mysterious quality, not to mention his rugged good looks. He made her feel happy for some reason.

Kristen just wasn’t acting like her usual self. She seemed so tense. Leigh hoped she’d open up and tell her what was really wrong. The divorce must be upsetting her. Or maybe it was more than that. The issue with the company going public or being sold was a big deal. That had to be on Kristen’s mind. Evan could make things very hard for her. Having a drink with a nice guy might be just what Kristen needs. She put the cap back on the lotion, stuck it in her bag, and began walking toward the water to join Kristen and Jenny. I’m sure of it.


Chapter 22

Midnight Beach

Sunday

Jay grabbed a pepperoni pinwheel from the glass serving tray and took a bite. “Good, Mom,” he said, talking and chewing at the same time.

“Thanks, honey,” said Leigh. “I value your opinion.” She gave Jay a hug, and he hugged her back.

Nice, she thought. But she wondered what Kristen was doing. She’d been in the guest room all afternoon. She must be working, thought Leigh. Or maybe talking to Evan. Leigh wasn’t sure how she’d feel if they reconciled, but it wasn’t up to her.

Jay’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

“Who’s this guy who’s coming over?” he asked, taking another bite of the tapas.

“Jack McDermott. He manages the beach patrol. I thought you might like to talk to him about taking lifeguard training,” she said, taking paper napkins out of one of the kitchen drawers and placing them on the counter. “If you want to,” added Leigh, shrugging.

Jay was a good swimmer, and Leigh thought he might enjoy a part-time job that involved spending time at the beach or the country club pool. But she didn’t want to push him.

“Sounds good, Mom,” said Jay.

The oven timer dinged, and Leigh grabbed a pot holder and pulled a tray of golden-brown tapas from the oven and transferred them to a serving platter.

“Those smell good,” said Jay, hovering over the hot appetizers.

She arranged the tapas on the serving platter, decanted the merlot, and took the chilled pinot noir out of the refrigerator.

“Jay, can you open this, please?”

As she handed him the corkscrew, Kristen walked into the kitchen, perfume wafting around her. She was wearing the white halter dress and white thong sandals, and her hair tumbled loosely over her tanned shoulders.

“These look delicious,” said Kristen. “What are they?”

“These are roasted red peppers, olive oil, and Kalamata olives on French baguettes. The crescent triangles are crabmeat, Monterey jack, onion, celery, grated carrot, and garlic, and these are pepperoni-and-cheese pinwheels,” Leigh said, gesturing at each one. “I have a cheese-and-fruit tray too.” She grabbed a covered glass tray out of the refrigerator and placed it on the counter.

The wineglasses were already on the counter, along with a pitcher of ice water with lemon slices.

“Everything smells delicious,” said Kristen. She turned her gaze to check out Leigh. “Where did you get your sandals?”

“When I was shopping this afternoon, I stopped at the T-shirt shop next to Musser’s Market. Jenny picked out a new bathing suit. She can’t wait for you to see it.”

Leigh had passed the store’s window display on her way into the grocery store. The blue and white starfish swimsuit had caught Jenny’s eye, and on impulse, Leigh had picked out a T-shirt, cropped jeans, and sandals. Feeling self-conscious by Kristen’s appraisal, Leigh pushed her long, honey-colored hair behind her ears, leaving a few strands around her face.

“Cute, sis,” said Kristen, staring at her sister. “I like the gold hoops too.”

A tap on the door interrupted them. Leigh crossed the large family room and opened the door. The wedged sandals brought her up almost to Jack’s chin level. He was wearing a navy-blue polo shirt, cargo shorts, and jogging shoes. His cologne, a light citrus scent with a hint of musk, mixed with his natural male scent, and her heart began to race just standing near him. Why am I so nervous? He handed her a bottle of chilled prosecco. “I hope you like sparkling wine.” His smile was warm, teeth white and straight, a striking contrast to his tan, and his salt-and-pepper hair was still wet from a recent shower.

“I love it,” said Leigh, smiling broadly. “Thank you.” She led him into the living room. “This is Jenny, and you remember meeting Kristen. Jay is the hungry-looking teenager.”

Jenny waved hello from the third step, where she was sitting, playing with her dolls. Jay stood near Kristen and said, “Hi.”

“Hi, Jenny.” Jack nodded to Jay. “Nice to meet you.”

Leigh led the way into the kitchen. “Help yourself to some appetizers while I open the wine.” She’d set out small plates and silverware wrapped in white napkins.

“These look fancy,” said Jack as he looked at the array of hors d’oeuvres.

“Anything made with crescent roll dough isn’t fancy.” Leigh shook her head in self-deprecation. “But the crabmeat’s fresh.”

Jack grabbed a plate, took a baguette and crabmeat wrap, and sat down on a stool at the island. “I’m impressed.”

Leigh fixed a plate for Jenny with the pepperoni pinwheels and a glass of milk, carried it to the coffee table, and set it next to Jay’s plate. Jenny ran over to the couch and bounced up and down.

Leigh went back to the kitchen, opened the prosecco, and filled three glasses with the bubbly wine. She handed a glass to Kristen and one to Jack. They all touched glasses and said in unison, “Cheers.”

“Did you enjoy the concert last night?” asked Leigh, studying the man standing next to her. He was taller than she realized and took up a lot of space, even in the large kitchen. She saw a tattoo just below his shirt sleeve—Semper Fi, and below an eagle perched on a world globe with its wings spread.

“It was nice,” he answered, then took a drink of the wine.

“Kristen and I loved it,” said Leigh, taking another sip of wine. “It brought back lots of memories.”

“Where do you live, Kristen?” Jack asked, shifting his gaze to Kristen, who was leaning against the kitchen counter, staring at her phone.

“Oh, I’m sorry, what did you say?” she asked, looking over at Jack. She seemed annoyed at the interruption.

“I asked where you’re from,” he answered. “You’re both on vacation?” He turned back to Leigh.

“Yes, I’m here for two weeks with the kids. My husband, Garrett, had to work in Sand Lake. Kristen lives in Fort Lauderdale, and she’s visiting for a few days.”

“Sounds great,” said Jack. Using his fingers, he picked up the crab triangle and took a bite. “What do you do in Sand Lake, Leigh?”

“I teach high school English,” she said.

“That must be challenging.” He smiled at her.

“Keeping their attention is the challenge,” she said, returning his smile.

Leigh watched him as he ate. His hands looked strong and weathered from working outdoors.

“Have you always worked at the beach?” she asked, realizing she was suddenly feeling a little uncomfortable being so close to him.

“I grew up here, worked as a lifeguard in high school. After a stint in the marines, I went to college and studied business. I’m a reformed stockbroker, so now I’m back on the beach.” He chuckled a little and took a drink of wine.

“That’s quite a journey. You seem happy to be back.” She watched as he took a napkin and wiped his mouth. He had a short scruff of dark beard, and she wondered how it would feel to touch his face.

“I like what I do, working with kids. You know what I mean.” He smiled as he looked into her eyes and held them.

“I do,” she said. “It’s exciting to be in their world and interacting with them. I learn more from my students than they learn from me on most days.” She swallowed hard, trying not to show her nervousness. “Kristen is in real estate,” said Leigh, shifting the conversation. She turned to look at her sister, who was ignoring both her and Jack.

“I’m sorry,” said Kristen abruptly. “I’m working with a client who keeps sending me texts. Can you excuse me for a few minutes?”

“Of course,” said Leigh as Kristen hurried out of the kitchen.

Leigh watched her sister lean down and whisper something to Jenny, now sitting on the steps playing with her doll, before Kristen disappeared up the staircase.

Leigh felt the awkwardness of the moment. “Jay might be interested in doing some lifeguarding. I wonder if you’re offering any classes or would mind talking to him about it.”

“Sure, we always need guards. Is he a good swimmer?”

“Yes, I’m trying to get him to try out for the swim team.”

“He has to take a prerequisite swimming skills test to qualify. Then he can sign up.”

“Great.” Leigh felt uncomfortable, wondering why Kristen had disappeared so suddenly. “Would you excuse me a minute while I check on Kristen?”

“Sure,” said Jack, getting up and following Leigh into the family room.

“I’ll be right back.”

She heard Jack say something to Jay about Xbox games as she walked up the stairs. Good. He knows how to relate to teenagers. Leigh peeked into Jenny’s room. She was wearing her new swimsuit and dressing one of her Barbie dolls in a swimsuit. Leigh walked quietly down the hall to the guest room at the front of the house.

The door to Kristen’s room was closed. Leigh knocked twice and waited, but no answer. Finally she opened the door a crack and whispered, “Kristen.”

“Come in,” Kristen answered.

She was sitting on the bed, her back propped up against the headboard. Her phone was on the bed next to her. When she looked at Leigh, her eyes looked moist, her face red and blotchy.

“Are you okay, sis?” She walked over and sat down on the bed next to her. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” said Kristen. “I guess I’m not feeling very social right now.”

“Was that Evan?”

Kristen wiped the corner of her eye but didn’t answer.

Leigh tried again. “Can you come down just for a little while? You haven’t eaten much today, and it might make you feel better to eat something.” She patted her sister’s leg affectionately.

Kristen suddenly got out of bed and turned to look down at Leigh. “I’m not interested in anyone, especially a lifeguard. I’m surprised at you, Leigh.” She was shaking her head.

“Hey, I’m sorry, sis. I didn’t think it was a big deal, quite honestly. It’s just a glass of wine.” Leigh hesitated, puzzled by Kristen’s sudden outburst.

“Maybe you aren’t trying to play matchmaker.” Kristen cocked her head, held her hands up in the air, and made quotation marks with her fingers. “Maybe he’s more your type.” She had a sarcastic smile on her face.

“Are you serious? What are you talking about?” Leigh was dumbfounded, not believing what she was hearing. She got up off the bed and faced Kristen. “I think you’re mixed up. Evan hurt you. I get that, but it might be good for you to meet new people. He’s a nice guy. Come on, sis.”

“You’re delusional, and I’m realistic,” said Kristen, her tone sarcastic. “You’ve had your eye on Jack ever since you met him.”

“I’m sorry you’re upset,” said Leigh, turning to leave the room, caught off guard by Kristen’s hurtful and insulting remark. “If you want to come down, that would be fine, but if you’re not comfortable, stay here. He’ll be gone soon.”

Leigh walked out and closed the door behind her. She bit her lip, disgusted. If it helped Kristen to lash out, so be it, but she didn’t want to hear any more. What the hell’s wrong with her? And what if Leigh liked Jack? So what? He was nice to be around, and what was wrong with having a friend?

Whatever was wrong, it wasn’t about Jack or Leigh. Kristen was independent and often did things Leigh didn’t understand. But Kristen was her sister, and they’d always shared everything. Or at least that was what Leigh had always thought. But now everything had shifted. Kristen was different, and Leigh had to accept Kristen might not feel the same toward her. She admired her sister and her independent spirit. She always had. And she envied her in some ways. But Leigh could feel her older-sister dynamic kicking in, the protectiveness she’d always felt toward Kristen. Kristen was in some kind of trouble, maybe big trouble. And the only person Leigh could hold responsible was Evan.

Leigh decided she had to call Garrett. She needed to hear his voice. She wished he was there. She missed him, his presence in the house, the way he used to be. Everything. She felt tears starting to well in her eyes. She’d always been able to talk to him. He made everything better. She needed him so much, especially now. Oh, Garrett. Her throat welled up. Not now, Leigh. Save the tears for later.
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Kristen checked her phone again. No texts. If she didn’t hear back soon, she’d have to see him. Everything was getting a little too complicated. Who was Leigh kidding? She wanted Jack, and it was clear he wanted her. And Leigh always got what she wanted. That was how it was when they were growing up, and nothing had changed. Just wait, big sister. You’ll catch on, sooner than you think.

Suddenly the phone vibrated in her hand. It was a text. Her heart fluttered as she read the words: I need to talk to you.

She typed in the response, I’ll be there as soon as I can, and added three heart emojis.

Thank God he answered. She jumped off the bed, threw her phone in her purse, grabbed her suitcase, tossed it on the bed, and started packing. She hated to disappoint Jay and Jenny, but she had no choice. She was desperate to see him. She looked at her watch. If she hurried, she’d get there before midnight. She didn’t care what Leigh thought. This is about my life.


Chapter 23

Midnight Beach

Sunday

When Leigh walked back downstairs, the sliding doors were open, and she heard the sound of male voices coming from the deck. Jay and his friend Adam, one of the teenage boys he’d been hanging around with on the beach, were sitting at the picnic table. Adam’s parents were staying at the Atlantis, a condo not far down the beachfront road from Leigh and Garrett’s. Jack was leaning back against the deck railing, drinking a Coke, bantering with the two teens.

“Hi, guys,” said Leigh, joining them on the deck.

“Mom, Jack said we could try out for the lifeguard class tomorrow. Is that okay?” asked Jay, eyebrows raised, an excited expression on his face.

“That sounds great,” said Leigh.

“Cool! Thanks, Mom,” said Jay, a big grin on his face.

“You’re going to try out, too, Adam?”

“Yes, Mrs. Prentiss.”

“Mom, can we go down to the beach? A bunch of kids are playing volleyball,” said Jay. He and Adam had already started down the steps.

“Sure, have fun,” said Leigh, and both teenagers took off down the wooden deck steps and began running toward the beach.

Jay turned around and called over his shoulder, “Thanks, Jack.”

“You’re welcome. See you tomorrow.”

“That was really nice of you,” said Leigh.

“No problem.” He shrugged. “Glad to have new guards coming up, but tell him it’s an ocean swim, not easy.” He took a sip of Coke.

“I will,” said Leigh. “It will be good for him.”

“If you have a recent physical from Jay’s doctor, that would be great.”

“I do. He just had one for baseball.”

“Just email a copy to HR on the Midnight Beach website.”

“I will, first thing tomorrow. Thanks, Jack.”

The deck was shady, the onshore breeze cooling the thick, humid air as the sun began to settle behind the house.

“You have a great view,” said Jack, staring at the ocean. He turned to look over at Leigh. Her eyes were following the two boys as they made their way over the dune.

“We love it here,” she answered, standing at the deck rail, four feet of space between them.

“What does your husband do?”

She turned to meet his gaze. “He’s an attorney in Sand Lake.”

He nodded and looked back toward the water. “I hope Kristen’s okay.”

“Me, too. She’s going through a divorce. It’s been hard for her, even though it’s probably for the best.”

“Yes, I know what you mean,” said Jack.

She looked at Jack, and their eyes met and held. “Divorce can often solve lots of problems.” She saw something in the way he looked at her, an intensity that unsettled her, yet she felt drawn to his quiet calmness, as though he felt sure about his life. He tugged at her deep inside, and somehow Leigh knew she could trust this man.

“I’m sorry, but I have to break up the party.”

Surprised, Leigh and Jack turned around. Kristen was standing in the doorway, her purse draped over her shoulder, rolling suitcase next to her.


Chapter 24

Midnight Beach

Sunday

Kristen walked out onto the deck and set her suitcase down next to her. She was dressed in jeans, a white T-shirt, and a white cropped hoodie.

“Why? What’s going on?” asked Leigh, stunned by her sister’s abrupt announcement that she was leaving.

“I have a meeting tomorrow with a client I’ve been romancing for several months.”

Leigh stared at Kristen, uncertain about what had just happened. Leigh knew Jack was listening, but she couldn’t stop herself.

“What about Jay and Jenny? They’ll be so disappointed,” said Leigh, shaking her head in shock. She raised her hands, palms up in front of her, gesturing her disbelief. “Can’t you do a Zoom meeting or ask someone to cover for you?” She could hear the sharp edge in her own voice, the pitch raised in exasperation at Kristen. But she didn’t care. What the hell?

“I’m disappointed too,” said Kristen, picking up her suitcase and heading toward the steps.

Before Leigh could say anything, Jack moved away from the railing where he’d been leaning and stood next to her. She looked at him. She saw an expression of understanding on his face. She bit her lip and shrugged.

He turned to Kristen, his face blank. “It was nice meeting you, Kristen.” He crossed the deck, his footsteps making a tapping noise as he descended the wooden steps.

Leigh rushed to the stairs. “Wait, Jack. You don’t have to go.” She looked down and saw he’d just reached the bottom of the stairs and was standing on the sidewalk.

He turned and looked up. “I have an early day tomorrow. Thanks, Leigh.” He rounded the corner of the house and disappeared.

Leigh turned back to Kristen. “Are you seriously leaving?” she asked with stunned sarcasm. “I thought we had at least two more days together. We planned to take the kids to the boardwalk tomorrow.”

Kristen walked toward the steps. “I really have to go, Leigh. Try to understand.”

“Is this about Jack? I said I was sorry.”

“Explain to Jay and Jenny, will you?” she asked, avoiding looking at Leigh.

Leigh was seeing a side of Kristen she didn’t recognize. She followed Kristen to the car and watched as she stowed the suitcase in the trunk. Kristen got into the driver’s seat, closed the door, and started the car. She lowered the window as the car idled.

“Will you call me when you get home?” Leigh’s throat tightened, and tears started to well in her eyes.

“I’ll text you,” said Kristen, putting the car in Reverse.

“Wait! I forgot something!”

Leigh ran into the house and up to her bedroom. She searched through her tote bag sitting on the floor next to the bed until she found the small box tucked at the very bottom. She clutched it in her hand as she hurried back down the stairs to the driveway, fearful Kristen would drive away. Damn it! She reached the driveway just as Kristen was popping in her wireless earbud, the music from the car’s sound system blaring.

“I wanted to give you something to remember our special time together,” said Leigh, handing Kristen the gold box tied with a gold satin ribbon. “Jenny helped me pick it out.”

Kristen barely looked at the gift before placing it on the passenger seat. “Thanks, Leigh. You always were the sentimental one.”

Leigh stood in the driveway with her hand on her forehead, shading her eyes from the sun’s early-evening glare as Kristen slowly backed up the car in the wide turnaround. She watched until the red sports car disappeared from sight down the long, curving driveway.

Leigh was stunned in disbelief. Not only had Kristen dropped the bombshell about not being divorced, but also she’d abruptly decided to leave without a plausible explanation and the barest of goodbyes. How could she do this? Kristen had so many problems and unexplainable behaviors that Leigh just couldn’t wrap her head around them all. There were too many red flags. She’d have to call Dani. Dani always helped her sort things out. Except for Leigh’s recent concerns over Garrett. She couldn’t share that with Dani. Not yet.

Everything began to feel surreal. Leigh’s hopes for a fun-filled three-day weekend with her sister had ended with a bang. If only she hadn’t asked Jack over for a drink. Maybe she’d pushed too hard when it was clearly obvious Kristen still had deep feelings for Evan. That had to be it. Leigh could tell Jack was embarrassed by the whole scene. It was all a big mess and definitely her fault. Damn it! I owe Jack an apology. He had been so nice to Jay and Adam.

She’d call Garrett and tell him about Kristen. Maybe he could get away just for a few days. The kids would love seeing their dad, and it would help them get over the disappointment of Kristen’s early departure. Departure? Hell, no. Kristen had abandoned them.

Leigh wondered if she’d totally misjudged her sister. What did she really know about the grown-up Kristen? Leigh had been busy, caught up in her own world of kids, teaching, and building her dream beach house with Garrett. Kristen had led what appeared to be a happy, carefree lifestyle. Until recently.

Leigh walked back up to the deck. Standing at the railing, she could barely make out the figures on the beach, but she could see the volleyball net, a cluster of players on each side jumping and scrambling for the ball. She recognized Jay by the bright-blue shirt he was wearing.

Sand swirled over the dunes, and the quiet, rustling palm fronds were soothing, their shadows floating on the white sand. She looked up as two squawking seagulls soared toward the ocean. Leigh loved seagulls—their intelligence, how they paired for life, both caring for their young. She and Garrett loved watching the graceful birds hover over the water, then dive headfirst, emerging seconds later with a fish in their bill.

Oh, Garrett, why aren’t you here? He loved the sounds of early evening at the shore. She missed Garrett’s arm over her shoulder when they stood on the deck, the way his eyes lingered on her mouth before he kissed her, the salty taste of his skin after a day on the beach.

She remembered the first time they watched the sunset at the beach when they were dating. It was the first night they’d spent together, the summer after they’d met, right before he was to start law school in the fall. They’d gone back to his off-campus apartment, and they both knew it was going to happen. He’d held her hand and led her to his bedroom. His mouth was on hers as he unbuttoned her cutoffs and slid them off her hips onto the floor. They were breathless and hurried. He lay back and pulled her on top of him. His hands glided over her back and hips, and he wrapped his arms tightly around her, his warm breath on her neck. Then he rolled her over and knelt between her legs, his eyes locked on hers. He bent down and gently kissed each of her breasts before lowering himself onto her, pressing every inch of his body against hers. His face was above hers as he came, when he’d whispered her name. Afterward, he’d held her in his arms, and she fell asleep with her head on his shoulder. She’d never forget that first time.

Garrett was her one true love from the moment she saw him, even when he was only a fleeting image on the beach. He had been her dream, and those starting-out days were the happiest of her life. They couldn’t keep their hands off each other and counted the hours until they could be in bed together.

He asked her to marry him the summer before his last year of law school. After their rushed wedding, she was certain her parents thought she was pregnant. They’d just been desperate to begin their life together. Her teaching job supported them until he finished law school and passed the bar. She didn’t mind supporting them, trying to make ends meet. She was grateful for the life they’d built and shared together. His dad, a successful attorney, had put pressure on Garrett to take over his law practice one day. But Garrett was his own man. He wouldn’t take his dad’s offer. He wanted to make it on his own. He had the Prentiss name; he couldn’t walk away from that. Together they’d made everything work, and he was a better man than she’d ever hoped.

Why wasn’t he here with her now? Aloneness seemed to swallow her. She felt disconnected from Garrett, disconnected from her family, and sensed the loss of something vital to her being—her sister, the only link she had to her parents. She stared at the ocean, but everything became a blur. Heavy tears clouded her vision. Suddenly, a strong gust of wind sent napkins and paper plates flying through the air, plastic cups bouncing across the deck. The umbrella flapped and twisted in the buffeting wind.

Startled, Leigh raced around, gathering the remaining napkins and paper plates still on the table and picking up the ones that had scattered and clung to the deck railings. She carried everything into the kitchen and threw the handful of trash into the bin. She dreaded having to tell Jenny and Jay about Kristen. She’d make sure they had fun anyway. But she couldn’t stop thinking about how everything felt different now, as though she were adrift from her real life. From the beginning Leigh had built her world around Garrett. Garrett had been everything. In her heart she knew he still was. The aloneness was consuming her, and she needed to call him. She needed to connect. Hearing his voice would make everything okay. She hoped.


Chapter 25

Sand Lake

Sunday

The agile sports car leaped forward as Kristen punched the accelerator, the wheels squealing as she made the turn from Driftwood Lane onto the coastal highway. She drove with intensity and purpose, turning up the volume on the sound system, the loud music sending pulses of energy through her veins. She didn’t want to leave, but she just couldn’t stay, make small talk, and listen to Leigh anymore. Her sister lived in her own complacent world and could never understand how it felt to be completely and utterly alone. She took everything in her life for granted, especially Garrett. And her children.

Kristen chose a Lady Gaga song from her playlist and turned up the volume, the words resonating. Kristen sang along, whispering the tender words of lost love, “Don’t want to feel another touch, don’t wanna start another fire.”

Suddenly bright lights flashed red in front of her. Shit! Kristen slammed on the brakes, pressing down as hard as she could until the car skidded to a stop, and her purse flew off the seat, spilling its contents all over the passenger seat and the floor. She’d barely missed plowing into the back end of the car in front of her. As traffic began to move again, Kristen took a deep breath and concentrated on slowing down, keeping her speed under control. She finally reached the main intersection, and when the green arrow lit up, she made a left turn and headed west, toward Sand Lake. She turned up the volume and let the music fill her head. It wouldn’t take her long to get there now. To see him again. It had been too long, and she knew he must be missing her the way she missed him. It would be perfect with Leigh and the kids away.

It was 10:00 p.m. when she drove down the familiar street, pulled up alongside the curb, and turned off the motor. The homes in the upscale neighborhood were spaced far apart, so no one would notice a strange car parked on the quiet street. Kristen stared at the house. Except for the front porch light, the house was dark. She looked up and down the street. There weren’t any late-evening dog walkers in sight, no one taking a late-night jog. There was one streetlight about a half block farther down. She closed the car door quietly and walked across the street. The well-manicured grass felt spongy underfoot as she crossed the yard and walked around the side of the house. A dog barked, high-pitched and insistent, in the distance. When she reached the backyard, she stopped and listened. She couldn’t hear any noise from inside. Maybe he isn’t home. She kept walking until she reached the patio. The kidney-shaped swimming pool was illuminated, a soft blue glow, the water making pleasant rippling noises. She crept toward the sliding glass doors that opened onto the patio.

She waited by the doors, listening. She heard sounds inside the house. They were coming from the television, some kind of sporting event, excited voices of the commentators and loud roars of a cheering crowd. The room was dark, except for the light from the television and the indirect lighting behind the bar that glistened off the crystal stemware and cocktail glasses on the built-in glass shelves. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust. She could see the outline of his body, stretched out on the leather sofa, one forearm resting over his forehead. The coffee table in front of the sofa was littered with a serving bowl, crumbled napkins, and three beer cans.

She watched his chest rise and fall as he inhaled and exhaled in a deep sleep. His loafers were on the floor where he’d kicked them off. All at once he turned onto his side and faced the glass doors where she was standing. Startled, she jerked back, her heart jumping into her throat. She ran her tongue nervously over her lips as she held her breath. After waiting a few moments, she slowly peeked around the corner. She could see his face clearly now. Good, he’s still asleep. She saw his mouth and thought of his warm lips on hers as they’d kissed. Her body filled with heat as she remembered how hard he’d felt, his desire for her and only her, when she’d touched him. She stood there, lost in the moment of power, Garrett completely unaware that she was looking at him, so vulnerable to her.

The loud ringtone caused her to jump. She watched him sit up and reach for the cell phone on the end table. She pulled back and listened. Her heart sank as she heard his voice. He was talking to Leigh. Kristen couldn’t distinguish the words, but his voice was tender. The same gentle way he’d spoken to her when she’d been upset and crying when she told him about losing the baby. The call didn’t last long. As soon as he hung up, she moved in front of the door and tapped on the glass. When Garrett saw her, anger and shock swept over his face.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he demanded as he strode to the door and slid it open. “How long have you been out here?”

“I wasn’t…um…I didn’t want to interrupt your phone call,” she stammered.

“Yeah, that was Leigh. She’s very upset, Kristen.” His voice was stern, his face contorted with anger. “Why the hell didn’t you call me?”

“You said you wanted to talk to me. I thought you meant you wanted to see me.”

“I sent you a text to call me. I didn’t expect you to leave Leigh hanging. What the hell, Kristen?” He leaned his head back and ran his hand through his hair.

She pulled her cell phone from her pocket and looked at the screen. She read the text and looked up at him. “I didn’t see your text, Garrett.”

Garrett hesitated, then stepped aside, and Kristen stepped in past him. She turned to look at him. He was still standing by the door with his hands on his hips, shoulders slumped. He was scowling at her, and he looked exhausted. She’d never seen him so angry.

“I didn’t want to be there, anyway. Leigh invited some guy over for drinks, and quite honestly, I felt out of place.”

“What guy? You mean Jack?”

“She told you?”

“Yes, she told me everything, Kristen. That you just left. What were you thinking?”

“Garrett, I’m sorry. I misunderstood.” She shook her head. “I wouldn’t hurt Jay and Jenny for the world, but I thought you wanted to see me.”

“Coming here was a big mistake,” he said, walking over to the sofa. He sat down, exhaling loudly, brushing his hands over his face.

“What is it?” she asked, following him to the couch. She sat down next to him.

Garrett turned sideways to face her. The muscles in his jaw twitched before he started speaking.

“You have to listen carefully to what I’m about to say to you, Kristen.” His tone was cold. “Evan is blackmailing me. He has a video of you and me outside your condo, that first night I came down to see you.”

“You’re not serious,” Kristen said, shaking her head in disbelief.

“Yeah, I’m fucking serious, Kristen. He’s threatening to send the video to Leigh if you don’t agree to the divorce.”

“The video doesn’t mean anything. We weren’t doing anything.” She shook her head.

“It looks pretty bad, Kristen. There are other photos too. We’ve been watched.” Garrett was furious. “The photos will destroy my marriage and hurt you and Leigh. And my kids. Don’t you get it?”

She tried to absorb what he was saying. She narrowed her eyes in disbelief.

“All you want is for me to divorce Evan to save your fucking marriage.” She felt her heart pounding in her chest, anger pulsing through her body. She stood up, strode across the room, and turned to look at him, her face contorted in anger. “I thought I meant something to you!”

His voice was calm and steady. “You do mean something to me, but we’ve been through this, Kristen. There’s nothing left to say.”

“I think there is,” said Kristen. “I know you want me, Garrett.” She chewed her bottom lip nervously, and she swallowed hard, trying not to cry.

“You’re mixed up, Kristen.” He hung his head, inhaled a deep breath, and closed his eyes. He looked up, his eyes locked on hers. “And I was mixed up too.” He paused. “For a while, but I’m not anymore.” He shook his head. “I love Leigh. Do you understand?” His jaw muscles clenched. “I’m sorry, Kristen.” His voice was soft and plaintive. “Please understand.”

“How can you ask me to do this after everything Evan has done to me?”

“Don’t you realize Evan is dangerous? Why can’t you get it through your head that he can destroy you?”

“Do you want this for me or for you?” She shook her head, her lips pressed together. “I get it, Garrett. This is all about saving you and your precious marriage.”

“It isn’t, Kristen. I’m giving you advice here. As an attorney. Your future and assets are at risk if you don’t divorce Evan.”

“Why should I do this for you? You’ve made your intentions clear.”

He got up off the sofa, walked to the sliding door, opened it, and turned to look at her. “I think you’d better leave.”

She turned and looked at him. “Is this what you want, Garrett?”

Kristen stared at him, looking into his eyes, trying to read his thoughts. But his eyes were cold, his lips compressed, and he didn’t answer or move away from the door.

“I’m going to tell you one last time, Kristen. You need to divorce Evan.”

“Why should I? After what he’s done?” She spit out the words. “And what difference does it make to you?”

Garrett’s face changed, his voice steady and cold. “Is there anything I can say to make you change your mind?”

“No.” She compressed her lips together. “I almost forgot.”

She reached into the back pocket of her jeans, pulled out the stick, and handed it to him. “This should make you feel better.”

He lowered his eyes to focus on the object she’d placed in the palm of his hand. In the dim light, it took Garrett several seconds to figure out exactly what she’d just handed to him.

He took a deep breath of exasperation and looked up at her, a quizzical expression on his face. “What does this have to do with me?”

“You’re off the hook, Garrett. Just fuck off.”

She stepped through the doorway, but he grabbed her arm and held on to it. “Wait a minute!” His voice was filled with venom. “I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, but you’re not going to involve me in it.”

She wrenched her arm out of his tight grip. Kristen turned around to face him. “I know you care about me, Garrett. It’s just hard for you to admit it to yourself. Just remember Leigh is with someone else tonight. When I leave, you’ll be here alone.”

He was still standing there, silent, when she walked out onto the patio, around the house, and crossed the street to her car.

She sneered. He’ll regret everything.
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My God. Garrett was shaking. She’s insane. He walked over to the lamp, turned it on, and stared at the EPT stick. The result indicated negative. He sank down on the sofa, picked up a half-empty beer can, tipped it up, and drank the remaining contents. He replayed his conversation with Kristen. She was clearly unraveling, and he didn’t know how to stop her. Christ! Where is she going now? This is all getting out of control. What is she doing with a pregnancy test, implicating me as the father? He needed to do something to stop the train wreck he could see clearly ahead of him. But how? If he told Leigh, she’d be furious and imagine the worst. Leigh adored Kristen, but Leigh must have spotted something was wrong. Dani must know Kristen was not thinking clearly to stay involved with Evan.

Garrett had to call Dani. Maybe he should meet with Robby and Dani. The whole thing was getting out of hand. And the results could destroy them all. Fuck! Maybe he should call Evan. The man had to be stopped before he took down everything that ever meant anything to Garrett. Before it was too late.

He sat there, trying to make sense of everything, remembering the night he’d gone to see Kristen in Fort Lauderdale. What a fucking mistake. He’d told Kristen from the beginning he loved Leigh, and nothing was ever going to happen between them. But saying no hadn’t been as easy as he’d thought it would be. How could I have been such a fool!
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It was about five months ago in January when Kristen called him at the office. He was completely caught off guard. She asked him to come to Fort Lauderdale. No, she didn’t ask him. She pleaded with him. She needed his advice. And she needed him. He said no. But he finally gave in when she said she couldn’t trust anyone else to tell her what to do. He became intrigued and, although he hated to admit it, was flattered. He also convinced himself that it was strictly a business meeting. He promised Kristen he wouldn’t tell Leigh, who believed him when he said he was going to see a client. Why wouldn’t she? Garrett had never lied to her before. He’d never had a reason to lie before. Leigh would have understood if he’d told her he was meeting Kristen at her request. But he hesitated to tell her. As an attorney, keeping confidences had become reflexive. Nothing was out of the ordinary by meeting privately with Kristen. She must have had her reasons for keeping Leigh out of the loop, whatever they were. She hadn’t been that close to Leigh recently, anyway, and Garrett was curious.

He would offer support and possibly legal advice, but that was it. He made a hotel reservation nearby, an assurance to himself of his intentions.

The clock on the dashboard read 7:00 p.m. when Garrett arrived in Fort Lauderdale. He parked his Mercedes in the garage of the Southwinds Condominiums and took the elevator to the eighth floor. When Kristen opened the door, the first thing that assaulted him was her fragrance, the one that had clung to his clothing after their embrace in the elevator the day they’d had lunch together. She looked stunning, and he wanted to take her in his arms right then. Instead he maintained his distance. But the attraction was instantaneous. She was wearing a low-cut black sweater, clinging white slacks, and a solitaire emerald pendant that rested in the deep shadow between her breasts. He tried not to stare, but he couldn’t stop himself. When he lifted his eyes from her breasts, he saw a hint of satisfaction on her face. She’d wanted him to look. She was inviting him. His eyes followed her hips as she led him to a built-in bar in a white cabinet opposite the sofa.

“Your place is very nice, Kristen,” said Garrett, taking his eyes off her body, trying to recover his composure as he looked around at the condo.

The first thing that struck him was how stark and cold the room felt, from the marble flooring with the white area rug to the white leather sofa with black-and-white geometric design accent pillows.

“Thanks, Garrett,” she said, standing beside the bar. “I’m comfortable here, but it feels pretty empty at times.” She glanced around the room, a sad look on her face, but she quickly changed the subject, and a warm smile replaced her downcast expression. “What can I get you to drink?”

“Scotch rocks, if you have it.”

She smiled. “That’s easy.”

He watched her hands, delicate with long nails painted pearlescent white, as she scooped ice cubes out of a glass bowl and dropped them into two tumblers. She opened the bottle of scotch and poured the amber liquid until it just covered the ice. She pulled the chilled Absolut out of a freezer under the counter and poured two inches for herself.

“Would you like a twist?”

He shook his head.

She threw a twist of lemon into her glass and took a sip. “Let’s go out on the balcony.”

She opened the sliding glass door, and they carried their drinks outside and stood at the railing.

Garrett studied the contours of her face. Kristen’s resemblance to Leigh was unnerving, especially at night under a moonless sky. But even in the dim light, he could see faint lines under her eyes, her skin like cold parchment stretched over the angled cheekbones. He thought of Leigh, how her skin felt like warm silk when he kissed her. Unsettled, he turned his gaze back toward the ocean. The scenery was breathtaking, the waves breaking on the beach, sparkling lights from the boats dotting the coastline. The conversation started to flow, and he felt himself begin to relax as the alcohol eased his tension. At first they stuck to small talk. Kristen told him she was busy establishing herself in the real estate market. She’d had to spend a lot on advertising and setting up her home office, but she’d started getting listings and referrals from satisfied clients. He congratulated her on her success and said he wasn’t surprised.

When the air turned from cool to brisk, Kristen suggested they take their drinks inside. He followed her lead. Garrett took off his sport coat, hung it over the arm of the sofa, and stood looking out at the ocean while Kristen refreshed their drinks. She handed him his glass, walked over to the sofa, and sat down. He turned and joined her, sitting at the opposite end.

“Tell me why you needed to talk to me, Kristen.”

She took a sip of her drink and sat forward, staring down into the glass cupped in her hands. “I don’t want to divorce Evan because of FieldTek.”

“I thought you’d already reached a settlement.”

“Only partially. I think Evan is going to take the company public or sell it, and if he does, it will be worth a lot of money. I want my share.”

“How do you know this?”

“I saw the email from the company doing the prospectus.”

Garrett stayed silent. He couldn’t tell her he already knew about it.

“Whatever he does with FieldTek, I’ll demand my half of the value. Then I’ll grant Evan the divorce.” She paused. “I deserve it.”

“You’re gambling on an unknown,” Garrett explained. “FieldTek might be worth a lot or nothing. The company will be audited by an independent firm. You could be liable if the data is unreliable. Not to mention the legal fees.”

“Evan is too smart for that.”

“You’re entitled to half his assets, Kristen. I’m sure Dani explained the law to you.”

“Why should I make his life easy?” She looked away, not expecting an answer to her question.

He wondered if she knew of his business involvement with Evan. He couldn’t imagine she’d tell him her plan if she knew. Or was she using him to get information? He didn’t think so. She appeared genuinely upset and vulnerable. And there was something else, but he wasn’t sure what. Something under the surface he hadn’t been able to read.

“You know what happened in San Francisco. I’m sure Leigh told you.” She looked at him, the color draining from her face. “Finding Evan with someone else almost broke me in so many ways that are unforgivable.” She paused. “In ways Evan will never understand.”

He knew there was more.

“Promise me you’ll never tell Leigh.” Kristen looked at him, her eyes welling with tears.

“Of course,” he assured her, genuinely concerned.

She looked like a little girl, her head down, not looking at him as she told him everything—about finding Evan with Arabel and losing the baby.

She struggled as she said the words. “I lost my husband and our baby on the very same day.” Her voice was barely a soft whisper. “I’d never felt so empty and alone.”

“Oh, Kristen, I’m very sorry,” said Garrett, shocked at her revelation.

Without warning she began crying uncontrollably. He set his drink on the coffee table and moved closer to her. She leaned toward him and collapsed into his arms like a rag doll, her tears soaking his shirt. Her body shook, and she cried until her tears were spent, but he didn’t let go when she stopped. She looked up at him, her green eyes searching his. She leaned closer and clung to him. With her breasts pressed against his chest, her face close to his, her lips parted, his compassion turned quickly to desire. He kissed her, and she melted into him. The world came to a crashing halt for that brief moment. He was out of breath, devouring her mouth, caressing her breast. Then reality came crashing back when he felt her hand pressing on the hardness between his legs.

His breathing ragged, he pulled away from her abruptly. “I can’t do this, Kristen.”

“Oh, Garrett, please,” she begged as she leaned toward him, grabbing his shoulders, trying to hold on to him.

“It’s wrong, Kristen. I know you’re hurting, but I’m not your answer.” He stood up, untangling himself.

“You could be if you let yourself.” She stood up, put her arms around his neck, and tried to pull him toward her.

He reached up and gently grabbed her slender arms and pulled them from around his neck. “No.” His voice was gentle but firm.

Garrett picked up his sport coat, strode toward the door, and walked out of the condo. Kristen chased after him, catching up with him at the elevator.

“Garrett, please wait. Please don’t be mad,” she said, out of breath. “I’m sorry.”

He pressed the down button and looked at her. Her eyes were filled with tears as she grabbed his hand.

“I’m sorry, Kristen. This is my fault. None of this should have happened.”

She held on to his hand, her eyes begging him to stay. Her hand felt small in his. His instinctive desire was to pull her against him, kiss her mouth, and touch her again. But he couldn’t. When the elevator arrived, he released her hand and stepped inside. He pushed the down button, but she was still standing there, staring at him, when the doors closed. He couldn’t tell if she was angry or upset. It didn’t matter.

Garrett drove to the Hilton about five miles down the beach from Kristen’s condominium. After checking in, he dropped his bag in the room and headed straight to the lounge. It was noisy and crowded. A Dolphins game was playing on a big screen in the back corner. Garrett didn’t watch. He sat at the bar, drank his scotch down, then went to his room. After ordering room service, he called Leigh. Her voice was soothing, and he told her he missed her and Jay and Jenny. She said she missed him too. She asked if he was okay. He said he was just tired. He promised he’d be home by noon the next day. He’d go straight into the office, but he’d text her to let her know when he got back to Sand Lake. After disconnecting, he wished he was at home. What a fucking mistake, coming here.

Leaving the light off, he kicked off his shoes and lay down on the bed. He closed his eyes and rested his forearm over his forehead. He didn’t even know Kristen. She had always been Leigh’s younger sister, but he realized she was nothing like he imagined. She was smart and intriguing, but complicated. Perhaps even unstable. He wasn’t sure now. He tried to stop his racing thoughts, but he couldn’t get Kristen out of his head. All he could think about was the feel of her mouth, her taste, the way her breast felt cupped in his hand, the curve of her hips.

Shit! Garrett leaned over and picked up the hotel phone. He told room service to cancel his order. He got up, put his shoes on, and went down to the lounge. He found a seat at the bar and ordered a drink. He swiveled his barstool to watch the game, but he couldn’t concentrate. He’d almost done the unthinkable. How had he allowed himself to compromise his ethics, not just legally but morally, including lying to his wife about her sister? What if Kristen told Leigh? Kristen was a problem. A big problem. Her plan to delay her divorce to obtain a financial edge concerned him. She might be more than manipulative. Even dangerous. A flashing red warning light was going off in his head. He finished his drink and motioned to the bartender for another one.

He would do everything in his power to avoid being alone with her in the future. But Garrett was fairly certain this would not be the last time he’d have to deal with Kristen. But was that what he really wanted? He lifted his glass to take another drink, but just as he did, the guy sitting next to him jumped off the barstool and yelled “Touchdown!” bumping Garrett’s arm in the process. Half of the liquid in his glass spilled onto his shirt. He drank the remainder of the scotch, pushed his way through the raucous crowd, his vision blurred, and made it back to his room. He fell onto the bed and thought about Kristen as he drifted off into a drunken, restless sleep.
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The knock on the door startled Garrett out of a deep sleep. His resolve disappeared when he saw Kristen standing there. She came into the room, he closed the door, and she fell into his open arms. Their kisses were filled with longing and need. When she left the next morning, he knew it was too late for regrets. He lost part of himself that night, a part lost forever that he could never regain.


Chapter 26

Midnight Beach

Sunday

Jack pulled his 2010 gray Mustang convertible into the driveway of his single-story white house, hit the opener, and nosed into the garage. The 1950s vintage house was in an older subdivision located in the historic section of the small beach town. Two moss-filled oaks in the front yard provided plenty of shade from the sweltering summer heat. He’d bought the three-bedroom bungalow when he moved back to Midnight Beach from Atlanta. The home was 1,700 square feet, and after he’d done some updating, including a kitchen remodel, porcelain tile floors, and fresh paint, it had become his comfortable bachelor pad.

While driving home, he’d tried to figure out what was going on with Leigh Prentiss and her sister, Kristen. The undercurrents were strong between those two, and just as things seemed to smooth out, Kristen threw a wet blanket on the evening by abruptly deciding to leave. That was the signal that he’d better leave too. But he knew he’d see Leigh again.

Leigh was the biggest surprise and more than he’d expected. She was warm, unpretentious, and desirable—more so up close and personal. Kristen, on the other hand, was brittle, cold, and unreadable. Anger seeped through her pleasant exterior, and whatever had set her off had eluded him. And obviously Leigh too. Something was going on between those two, and it wasn’t good.

When he walked into the kitchen from the garage, Alley’s nails clicked as she ran across the kitchen floor and greeted him by curling her body around his legs, nearly tripping him. He bent down and scratched the furry ears. “You’re hungry?” he asked, petting the long gray coat. Jack went to the cabinet, grabbed a new can of Alley’s favorite gourmet blend, and stuck it in the electric can opener. He picked the aluminum bowl off the floor, washed it with soap and water, dried it, and spooned the cat food into the clean bowl.

The cat fed, he went into the living room, then down the long hallway to the bedroom he’d converted to an office. He switched on the desk lamp, booted up the computer, and, a few seconds later, typed in a search. He clicked on Garrett Prentiss, Prentiss Group, and information filled the screen. He started reading.

Garrett Prentiss was exactly as Jack expected. His background was spotless; he was a UCF Law School graduate, and his prominent family name had opened plenty of doors. He looked preppy and privileged and all-American handsome. Leigh was four years younger and completed the perfect Prentiss family résumé. She was a teacher, beloved by her students, and most of all, she was Garrett Prentiss’s wife. The perfect couple. He couldn’t allow himself to forget that.

He searched Kristen Field. The results filled the screen, along with results for Evan Field. He began scrolling through all the images. There were photos of Kristen and Evan in formal attire, photos of Evan alone, an image of him with his arm around Kristen standing next to an airplane, photos of them with the New York City skyline in the background. Photos of Kristen in a bathing suit, in business attire. A photo of her from her high school yearbook.

He looked at Kristen’s website.

He decided Kristen wasn’t who she represented herself to be.


Chapter 27

Fort Lauderdale

Monday

She rang the doorbell and waited. It took a few minutes before she heard footsteps approaching and the door was opened.

“My God, Kristen. What are you doing here?” Trey asked, running his hand through his hair. He looked at his watch. “It’s 4:00 a.m.” He rubbed a hand over his face and eyes and squinted with sleep and confusion.

“I needed to see you, Trey.”

Kristen stepped into the condo, looked into the living room just off the foyer, and glanced toward the staircase. “You’re alone?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he answered. He looked sleepy and in a daze. “I can’t believe you’re here. What’s going on?” he asked with a puzzled expression on his face.

As they stood in the foyer, Kristen looked at the man she hadn’t seen in almost three years. His sun-streaked blond hair was messy, sticking up at all angles, his beard scruffy. He was wearing gym shorts and a rumpled University of Miami T-shirt. She didn’t realize how much she’d missed him until that moment.

“Sometimes it takes a while for someone to realize they made a mistake.” She looked up at him, and she realized she meant the words she’d been rehearsing as she drove to his place in Fort Lauderdale. She needed an anchor to keep her from drifting further out into the frightening unknown.

“What…do you…”

Before he could finish the sentence, Kristen reached up and put her arms around his neck. Trey groaned as he wrapped her in his arms, covered her mouth with his, and kissed her passionately. Breathing hard, he pulled away and stepped back in disbelief. “Wait, what’s happening here?”

“I love you, Trey, if you still want me,” she answered breathlessly.

“God, baby, I want you.”

He wrapped her in his arms and held her so tightly she could barely breathe.

“I want everything, Trey,” she whispered. “Do you?”

“I’m dreaming,” he whispered, kissing her neck, her shoulders, touching her face.

He grabbed her hand and pulled her upstairs to his bedroom. She let him undress her and pull her into his king-size bed. “I love you, Kristen.” He held her close to him and looked into her eyes. “I always have, and I always will.”

Those were the last words she heard before he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her fully against him, and she responded, opening herself to him before they made love to each other, disappearing into their own secret world of dreams and promises. A long time passed before she was able to fall asleep, her back snug against Trey’s warm chest, his arm encircling her.

Some hours later Kristen slipped out of bed, taking a moment to really look at Trey. He was sound asleep on his back, the sheet covering him from the waist down. His tanned, muscular chest was exposed. He was as handsome as she remembered, maybe more so. She had needed him last night. She picked up her clothes off the floor and left the bedroom, closing the door quietly behind her. She hurried down the polished honey oak staircase and stopped in the dimly lit foyer to get dressed. The sun was beginning to shine through the beveled windows on either side of the front door.

After she pulled on her clothes, she looked around his condo. Trey’s home was neat and well decorated, and the furnishings looked expensive. His office was in a small room adjacent to the kitchen. A framed photo of the football team he coached was mounted over the desk. In the photo Trey was holding the championship trophy high in the air, his jubilant team carrying him on their shoulders. She picked up the gold-framed photo sitting on the desk. It showed her and Trey standing arm in arm in front of a ski lodge, snow up to their knees, big grins on their wind-burned faces, snowflakes swirling around them. They’d kissed and sung “Let It Snow” at the top of their lungs on the chair lift every day. At night they drank mugs of cocoa with mini marshmallows in front of a crackling fire, made love in an overstuffed bed, snuggling all night under thick blankets to stay warm. She set the picture back on the desk, wishing she could relive that day.

She followed the hallway until she found the powder room. She set her purse on the edge of the sink, ran her brush through her tousled hair, splashed water on her face, and patted it dry with the thick beige hand towel hanging on the rack. She used the bathroom but didn’t flush. She walked back to the foyer and stopped. She looked up the stairs, almost hoping that Trey would be there, looking down at her. That he’d ask her to stay. But the house was deadly still.

“Goodbye,” she whispered. She opened the front door, ran to her car, started the engine, and drove away. Before she changed her mind.


Chapter 28

Midnight Beach

Monday

Adull gray light filtered through the shades on the French doors. Leigh looked over at the digital clock on the nightstand. It read 5:00 a.m. Damn! She’d been wide awake until 2:00 a.m. and had tossed and turned in a restless sleep for the past three hours. Thanks, Kristen! She was going to be exhausted all day. She didn’t want to be mad, but Kristen had let her down, and Leigh knew it wasn’t her fault. Kristen had always been headstrong and impulsive, and Leigh had to accept that nothing had changed. But she was still pissed off. At least when she’d called Garrett last night, he’d been supportive and furious that Kristen had left them. Leigh described the evening with Jack and how Kristen seemed to get bent out of shape over the whole thing. “Kristen being Kristen,” he’d said. She’d call him later and let him know how Jay did with the lifeguard tryouts.

The house felt unnaturally quiet as she pushed herself out of bed. After brushing her teeth and throwing on string-tie shorts and a T-shirt, Leigh walked down the hallway to Jenny’s room. Carefully opening the door and peeking through the crack, Leigh saw Jenny sprawled across the bed, her mouth open and both dolls on the floor. Leigh smiled and pulled the door closed as quietly as she could. She had to pass Kristen’s room before climbing up to the loft to check on Jay. The door was closed. Leigh hadn’t wanted to go into the room last night—she’d been too upset. But this morning she thought she’d better check in case Kristen had forgotten anything.

When she opened the door, Kristen’s fragrance enveloped her, and Leigh couldn’t shake the loneliness she felt. The room looked as abandoned as Leigh felt. She walked to the bathroom and turned on the light. Smudges of makeup and toothpaste stained the sink, but all Kristen’s makeup and toiletries were gone. At least she put her wet towels in the hamper. Just as Leigh was turning out the bathroom light, something in the trash basket next to commode caught her eye. It was a slim purple strip of cardboard with three black letters, EPT, printed on it. She bent down and picked it up. Leigh’s pulse quickened when she realized what it was.

“What the hell?” Leigh said out loud, turning the cardboard fragment over in her hand.

She bent down and dug through the trash and balled-up tissues, but she didn’t find the rest of the box or the EPT results stick. What is going on? Leigh looked around the bathroom and inside the cabinets; she lifted the trash can and looked underneath. Nothing. Is Kristen pregnant? Oh my God. She went back into the bedroom and looked in the night-table and bureau drawers. They were empty except for a wrinkled yellow T-shirt pushed to the back of the top drawer.

“Mom!” called Jay. His voice was loud, coming from outside the bedroom.

Leigh could feel her body tense up. She’d have to deal with this turn of events later. She cupped her hand around the cardboard so Jay wouldn’t see what it was and hurried out of the bathroom, through the bedroom, and into the hallway. Jay was standing there barefoot, wearing his swimsuit and a T-shirt.

“Hi, honey, it’s early,” she said, putting her index finger over her mouth. “Shhh.” She pointed to Jenny’s room.

“I couldn’t sleep.”

“It’s going to be an exciting day. I’ll meet you in the kitchen and fix you breakfast, okay?” She gave him a quick hug.

“Sure, Mom,” he said. “Where’s Aunt Kristen?” he asked, looking into the guest bedroom.

“She had to leave. An urgent meeting at work. She’s so sorry she had to go.”

She saw his face go blank as he was trying to process what she’d said. Without saying a word, he walked off and padded down the stairs.

Telling Jenny would be harder, but Leigh would keep them busy, and Jay would have fun with his friends. But the bigger concern was her sister. She was dealing with so much on her own. And now was she pregnant? Who was the father? Was it Evan? She had so many questions. Leigh would call Kristen later, but right now she wanted to be with Jay. Nothing was going to get in the way of her taking care of her kids. She just wished her sister could have trusted her. At least this explains her rash behavior. But damn it, Kristen, why couldn’t you trust me? She had to deal with Garrett, and now Kristen had left her high and dry. Leigh felt tears well up in her eyes. She couldn’t let this affect her kids. She brushed the tears away with the back of her hand and headed down to the kitchen.
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When Leigh dropped Jay off at the Waterfront Safety Building, she and Jenny gave him an exuberant goodbye wave, which he saw but didn’t acknowledge. Jenny accepted Leigh’s story that Aunt Kristen had to leave for an early meeting, and she wasn’t sure when their aunt would be back. That wasn’t really a fib. Jay would be fine, but Jenny would suffer the bigger disappointment. Hopefully, the play camp would keep Jenny distracted.

Leigh tried to call Kristen, but the call went to voice mail.

Leigh and Jenny stopped at the grocery store, then Leigh took Jenny to the Surfside Play Camp. Jenny loved the camp and knew many of the other children from previous summers. It would give Leigh time to put the groceries away, answer work emails, and straighten up the house. After that she wanted to check on Jay and watch him practice on the beach. She’d try Kristen again later. She hoped Kristen would tell her the truth about the pregnancy test.

After finishing her list of chores, Leigh drove back to the Waterfront Safety Building. From the car she could see groups of young men and women standing on the beach with instructors dressed in the Midnight Beach T-shirts, blowing whistles and shouting instructions to the trainees. Leigh got out of the car, walked across the parking lot, and sat in the shade on one of the concrete benches lined up next to the building. She could see heads bobbing in the water, arms pulling hard to get past the breakers as they swam toward a white pylon about a quarter of a mile from the beach. Jay must be in that group. Leigh said a silent prayer for him, hoping he would pass the swim requirements.

“I didn’t know you were here,” said Jack, walking up next to her.

“Oh, hey,” said Leigh, looking up in surprise. “I hate to be that overly protective mom, but sometimes I can’t help it.” She laughed.

“I get it,” he said. “We work the kids hard, but I saw him swim earlier. He’s strong and has a nice stroke.”

“He’s had lessons, and he’s an overachiever, like his dad.” She regretted the words after she said them.

Jack waited for a moment. “Last night was really nice. Thanks again.”

She stared out at the water. “I’m sorry it ended the way it did. I’m afraid I lost my temper after you left.”

She looked at Jack. He was wearing sunglasses, but she could feel his eyes on her. He must have sensed her discomfort, because he took off the sunglasses and stuck them in the neckline of his T-shirt.

“Kristen doesn’t seem very happy.” He waited a beat. “I’m sorry she upset you.”

“I feel bad for the kids, but maybe it’s for the best that she’s gone. I’m not into drama.” She shrugged.

Though she said it in a humorous way, she meant that from her heart. It wasn’t the first time Kristen had behaved erratically, but Leigh realized Kristen might have a very good reason to be emotionally distraught.

“Would you like some coffee? It’s cool inside, and I’ll give you a tour of the facilities.”

“I’d love some coffee. Thanks, Jack.”

She could sense Jack was reading her mood, and she knew he was distracting her. She felt comfortable with him, like she’d known him forever. It was nice not to have to try hard.

She followed a few steps behind as he gave her the tour. The indoor pool was enormous, and the weight room was state of the art. There were locker rooms, two classrooms, a coffee room, and a row of offices for the instructors and staff. Jack led her down an exterior hallway with a wall of windows that offered a great view of the beach. His space was at the end of the hall, a corner office with large windows on two sides. He’d stopped and grabbed two coffees for them on the way.

The office was well appointed, with a big desk and two wooden chairs with blue leather seat cushions opposite the desk. Leigh walked over and looked at the diplomas on the wall and a framed photograph of Jack in his marine uniform. There was another photo of Jack with his platoon.

“Very nice,” she said. “Must have been hard being so young in the service.”

He laughed. “It was good for me. I hadn’t been exactly on a path to success.”

“You’ve certainly done well.” She smiled. “And you were a stockbroker.”

“Yep,” he said. He gestured toward a chair as he sat down behind his desk.

“Not married?” she asked, sitting across from him. She felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment.

“No. I was engaged once. It didn’t work out.”

“I’m sorry.”

“The single life isn’t bad. It’s better than marrying the wrong person.” He took a swallow of coffee, not looking at her.

“You’re so right.”

“I take it Kristen is having a hard time. I hope things work out for her.”

“It’s too late for that. Evan’s a jerk.”

Jack stared at Leigh across the desk. “Would you like to have lunch?”

Leigh didn’t know what to say. She hoped she hadn’t given Jack the wrong impression. But she liked him and enjoyed being with him. She felt relaxed. She didn’t have to pretend with him.

“I’d love it.”

“I know a great sandwich shop.” He smiled when he said it, standing up from the desk and grabbing his keys.
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When they walked into Landon’s, Leigh thought Connie stared at her and Jack, but she dismissed her worries. Who cares? Why not give them something to gossip about? They sat in a booth toward the back of the main dining room. After their iced teas arrived, Frank took their orders of hamburgers and fries. While waiting, Leigh asked Jack where he lived. He described his house and how much he loved living in his hometown of Midnight Beach.

“Tell me about your family,” he said.

Leigh described her family and how she felt connected to her parents when she was here. When she asked about his mom, he admitted that he worried about her. He was glad he could take care of her the way she’d taken care of him when his dad left them. She noticed he shifted in the booth, looking uncomfortable.

“Must have been rough without your dad,” Leigh said, biting her lip.

“I’m who I am because he left,” Jack said.

Leigh couldn’t take her eyes off him—the way he ate his meal, his genteel manners, his strong hands, and how much space he took up in the booth. He had a refined manner of speaking, and she could tell he was far more sophisticated than she suspected. She wasn’t a snob, but she knew this man had depth and intellect, and she didn’t think he often talked about himself.

She lightened the mood. “Okay. Why aren’t you married? You must have had lots of opportunities.” She laughed. “You do like women, right?”

“Yeah, I like women.” He laughed, his smile warm. “Not that I’m judging.”

His easygoing manner was charming, and she saw his shoulders relax as they talked.

“I thought you might like Kristen.” She watched him for a reaction.

He let it hang in the air for an extra beat. “A nice lady, but not my type.”

Leigh looked down at her plate, picked up a French fry, and dipped it into the ketchup but put it back down on the plate and wiped her fingers with her napkin. She looked over at Jack. “Kristen’s not herself, not since she and her husband separated.” She hesitated for a beat. “And she won’t talk to me.”

“I’m sorry. You two seem close.”

“We are. I just wanted you to know that’s not how Kristen usually is.” Leigh quickly changed the subject. “Tell me, Jack, what is your type?” She smiled at him and smirked a little bit.

Leigh realized she was getting very personal with him. She was enjoying watching him squirm.

He grinned, looking Leigh in the eyes. “Let’s just say if you weren’t married, you’d be my type.”

Leigh didn’t know what to say, but she felt an unmistakable flutter in her stomach. He looked down, picked up his hamburger, and took a bite, but she could feel a charge of energy between them, and it felt exciting.

Frank came up, breaking the moment. “More iced tea?”

“No, thanks,” said Jack. “Leigh?”

“No, I’m good,” she answered, shaking her head.

“Just the check, Frank.” He looked at his watch. “We’d better head back.”

They drove back in silence. Leigh watched him drive, aware of his muscular legs on the pedals, his hands, and his rugged profile.

“Will you let me know how Jay does?” she asked when they pulled into the lot.

He turned to look at her, and Leigh felt nervous and uncomfortable, as if she’d been on a date. She found it hard to catch her breath. What’s the matter with me?

“Sure,” he answered. “I can bring him home later.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“It’s on my way.”

“Okay. Thanks, Jack.”

“Sure thing.”

“I guess I’d better go.”

They both got out of the SUV. She started walking toward her car, and her stomach felt queasy and nervous. She turned around to look in his direction, but he’d already disappeared into the building. She realized she needed to get home and do some things before she picked up Jenny. But Jack had somehow gotten to her. It was so nice to be with him. She told herself it was okay to enjoy his friendship. She felt unsettled and guilty. But she shouldn’t. If Garrett was here, or Kristen, she wouldn’t be having impromptu lunch dates or inviting strange men over for a glass of wine. Damn it, Garrett!

Leigh got in her car and checked her phone again. No messages. Why hasn’t Kristen called me? She drove down Oceanfront Highway toward Driftwood Lane, and she felt her cheeks flush and her heart rate increase, imagining what it would feel like to have Jack’s arms wrapped around her.
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Jack stood outside the building, watching the lifeguards and trainees. They were taking a break, sitting at the covered picnic tables, eating boxed lunches. The guards were answering questions. He could see Jay, laughing and talking with Adam, who was sitting next to him. But he couldn’t stop thinking about Leigh. He could feel the attraction between them. It was real, and she felt it too. He truly liked her. Maybe they could be friends. But he didn’t know for how long. He was used to going after what he wanted, but he never crossed the line. Unless she crossed it first. And maybe not even then. How happily married was she? With the vibes she was throwing out, maybe not very. But she wasn’t the type to play, and he didn’t want to get involved and get screwed again. He pressed his lips together in frustration as he walked back to his office.

At 3:30 p.m., as Jack stood waiting for Jay, he checked the weather app on his phone. A front was moving in early Tuesday morning with a tropical storm watch predicted for all day Tuesday into Wednesday. He decided right then to cancel tomorrow’s training class, and he’d send follow-up emails of the class cancellation this evening. Even if the storm didn’t materialize, the water would be rough, and Jack wouldn’t risk the safety of his team or the lifeguard recruits. It would be tough enough to keep the beaches safe. Surfers loved storms and the towering waves they produced. He didn’t like taking chances, and Leigh fit into that category too.

Some risks weren’t worth taking. But with her, he might have to change his policy.


Chapter 29

Fort Lauderdale

Monday

The room was too quiet. Trey rolled over and reached for her. The bed was empty. Where was she? He sat up, pulled on his shorts and T-shirt, and walked to the landing. He looked in the bathroom and then moved on to the spare bedroom. She wasn’t upstairs. He went back into the master bedroom. Her clothes and purse were gone.

“Kristen!” he called downstairs.

There was no answer. He went back into the bedroom and grabbed his cell phone from the dresser. He walked down the stairs and into the kitchen. She wasn’t there. He checked the cell phone. No messages. He dialed her number. It went straight to voice mail. He shot her a quick text. Where are you? Miss you. Call me.

He couldn’t understand what had happened. Last night was pure magic. She was back in his life. They were together again. She loved him; he loved her. They had promised to be together forever. They would have babies together. Then she broke down and wept in his arms. What the fuck? No. He had to find out what had happened. For her to suddenly appear and now disappear. Somehow Evan must be involved. What a bastard. Trey knew Kristen, and she had been manipulated by Evan, used for his purposes, and he’d hurt her. Trey was furious at Evan for his cruelty. Why couldn’t he just move on and let Kristen move on too? He must have some hold on Kristen that Trey couldn’t understand. But he was going to find out.

He ran back upstairs and into the bathroom. He brushed his teeth and ran through the shower. He dressed in jeans, a T-shirt, and jogging shoes. He grabbed his keys and double-checked his phone. Nothing from her. He had to find her. Something was very wrong. He wouldn’t let Evan hurt Kristen ever again.


Chapter 30

Sand Lake

Monday

“There’s a letter on your desk. It was at the reception desk in the lobby. Someone must have dropped it off first thing this morning,” said Amy as Garrett walked past her desk.

“Thanks, Amy,” he said, taking the cup of coffee she offered.

He went into his office, set the coffee down on the desk, and stared at the envelope. His name and office address were printed on the label, but there was no return address. His pulse quickened as he tore open the flap.

Garrett’s heart pounded as he read the letter, comprised of only one sentence typed in bold, italicized font. There was no signature. He dropped the letter on the desk like it was flaming hot. He could still read the words staring up at him.

You made a big fucking mistake.

Garrett picked up his phone and called Robby, who answered after one ring.

“Come to my office. Now!” Garrett slammed down the phone.

Less than thirty seconds later, Robby appeared in front of Garrett’s desk. Garrett handed him the letter. After he read it, he tossed it on the desk.

“It’s time to bring Dani in,” said Garrett. He squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed his temples with his fingertips.

Robby sat down on one of the leather chairs across from the desk. “Let’s leave her out of this for now.”

“You mean let the shit hit the fan, then tell her?” asked Garrett, his voice louder than he intended. He couldn’t believe Robby was so calm.

Robby ignored his outburst. “What happened that prompted this reaction?” Robby rested an elbow on the armrest and placed his chin on his hand, studying Garrett.

“Kristen came to the house last night. Evan must have had her followed.”

“What happened between you two?”

“Nothing. I told her that nothing will ever happen between us. Period. And that Evan is dangerous.”

“You told her to divorce Evan.”

“Yes.” Garrett was adamant, leaning forward and resting his arms on his desk.

“And she’s still refusing.”

“Yes,” he answered, nodding.

“You didn’t know she was coming to see you?” questioned Robby, his face blank.

“Kristen left the beach house and drove to Sand Lake. I had no idea she was going to show up.” He shook his head and let out a breath. “Fuck, Robby. I don’t want to hurt Leigh with this shitstorm.”

“So Kristen gets that your relationship is over.”

“I’ve told her repeatedly I love Leigh. She’s fucked up, man.” He shook his head. “She’s not thinking straight.” He paused. “And she had the nerve to hand me an EPT stick, telling me I was off the hook.” He licked his lips nervously as disbelief and fear swept through him.

“What’s that about?” asked Robby, narrowing his eyes.

“I don’t have a fucking clue,” said Garrett.

“You’re sure about that?” Robby raised his eyebrows.

“Absolutely.”

Robby let out a deep breath. “It doesn’t matter either way.” He stood up, walked over to the window, and took a long look at the fountain and courtyard. He turned to look down at Garrett. “I filed the dissolution agreement and sent Evan an email notification. He’ll get the documents delivered to his home today.”

“This is all about Kristen.” Garrett picked up the letter, shook it, dropped it back down on the desk, and looked at Robby.

Robby’s eyes locked on Garrett’s. “Let me make a few phone calls. We’re ending this now.”
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Robby shut his office door and settled into his desk chair. He dug through his desk drawer and found the burner phone. He searched the contacts, found the one he wanted, and hit dial.

“It’s me.”

“Hey, man, what’s up?”

“I’m calling in a favor.”

“Name it.”

Robby spoke for five minutes without interruption. Then he asked, “Can you handle this?”

“Easy peasy, man.” A moment later. “Then we’re square.”

“Yeah,” said Robby.

He disconnected, erased the call from the call history, and stuck the phone in his briefcase. Robby leaned back in his chair and smiled. Easy peasy.


Chapter 31

Midnight Beach

Monday

Leigh followed two steps behind as Jenny skipped into the kitchen.

“You must be hungry,” said Leigh, opening the refrigerator and grabbing the apple juice carton and a package of string cheese.

“I’m starving, Mommy,” said Jenny, her arms draped around her mom’s waist.

“Here’s some string cheese, and I’ll wash the green grapes you like,” said Leigh.

Jenny climbed up on a barstool, pulled off skinny strings of the mild cheese, and began taking small bites. Leigh poured apple juice into a glittery pink princess cup and placed it next to Jenny’s plate. After pulling the bag of chilled grapes from the crisper, Leigh checked her phone again. Kristen still hadn’t answered her texts. She was frustrated that her sister didn’t have the courtesy to answer, but she was more concerned that Kristen was in some kind of trouble. Especially since Leigh had found evidence of a pregnancy test package in the bathroom trash.

“Mom, the swimming was awesome!” said Jay, bursting through the door from the deck into the family room.

Leigh looked over as Jack walked in right behind Jay. “That’s great, Jay. Hey, Jack.”

“Hey,” said Jack.

“Thanks so much for bringing Jay home.”

“You’re welcome. He did really well today.”

“Jay, did you thank Jack for letting you try out?”

“I already did, Mom,” he said as he headed toward the laundry room carrying his backpack.

Leigh walked over to Jack. “Can I offer you a glass of wine or beer? It’s the least I can do,” she said, smiling up at him. “Or I can make fresh coffee?”

“I’d love a Coke, thanks, if it’s no trouble,” he replied, removing his baseball cap.

“Sure, come on in.”

She pulled out a can of Coke from inside the refrigerator door. “Would you like a glass?”

“No, thanks.”

Leigh handed him the Coke and poured the last bit of coffee into a mug from the almost-empty coffeepot. Ignoring Leigh and Jack, Jay came into the kitchen, opened the refrigerator, and grabbed a Coke. He opened a cabinet, picked out a bowl, and poured potato chips into it. He hurried out of the kitchen, disappearing up the steps to his room while staring down at his cell phone.

“Looks like today was a success,” said Leigh, turning to Jack. “I can’t thank you enough.”

Leigh sat down at the island and motioned for Jack to grab the stool next to her. He set his cap on the stool next to him. His hair was still damp and tousled from a recent shower. He was relaxed, sitting there with one hand resting on his thigh. He tipped his head back, drinking the soda, and she saw that the hair on his chiseled arms was bleached golden. His long legs barely fit under the counter. It felt natural and comfortable being so near to him.

“I’m glad to have him join the team. He’s a nice young man, and so is Adam. They both worked hard.”

“Jay is pretty serious when it comes to sports,” she agreed. “Actually, he takes most things pretty seriously.” She picked up her coffee cup and took a sip.

“Good for him,” said Jack. “That’s what you want.” She watched his jaw muscles flex when he spoke.

“I guess, except he puts lots of pressure on himself. It worries me sometimes,” said Leigh, shrugging. “But that’s what moms do, right?”

“Yeah, I think so. By the way,” he said, setting the soda can down. “No practice tomorrow. A storm may blow through.”

“Oh, I’ve been so busy I haven’t listened to the news.”

“It may end up north of us, but I doubt it.” He gave her a half smile. “Don’t go swimming in the morning.”

She realized he was giving her an order as his blue eyes captured hers and held them. She reached up and ran her hand down her hair, wishing she’d brushed it when she’d gotten home.

“I won’t, and thanks for the warning.”

Jenny had moved over to the family room, turned on the television, and curled up on the sofa with the bowl of cheese.

“Why don’t you stay for dinner?” asked Leigh on impulse. “I have steaks I can grill and plenty of leftover salad.”

“I’d better go,” he said. “But how about a rain check? I owe you dinner.” He stood up and carried the empty can to the recycling bin in the corner of the kitchen.

Leigh’s stomach fluttered with excitement, and she felt like a silly teenage girl all of a sudden. But it felt good. She liked having him around, watching him walk across her kitchen, comfortable in the space, and she had time to check out the width of his shoulders, the tattoos on his arms visible just below the sleeves of the fitted black T-shirt.

She followed him to the door. “Thank you again,” she said, touching his arm in a gesture of gratitude. “You’ve been so kind to Jay and Adam.”

“I’m glad to do it.”

His forearm was firm muscle under her touch, and she saw his eyes were locked on her lips when she spoke.

“I’ll call you about practice on Wednesday.”

“Okay. Sounds good.”

He put his cap on and walked out the door. As he crossed the deck, heading toward the steps, he flashed a quick smile over his shoulder.

Leigh walked out on the deck and stood by the railing, watching the waves rolling onto the sand and couples strolling along the edge of the water. She suddenly felt very alone.

She’d always had a connection to Garrett, but somehow that connection was broken now. And the one with Kristen as well. Leigh forced back the tears, but her insides were shaking from anger and sadness. Dr. Seuss was right. “All alone! Whether you like it or not.”

When Jack was around, she didn’t feel quite so alone. I wish he’d stayed.


Chapter 32

Midnight Beach

Monday

After dinner Leigh took Jenny for a walk on the beach. Leigh had tried to get Jay to join them, but he’d been unusually quiet during dinner. She could tell he was exhausted. His eyes were bloodshot from too much sun and salt water, and he didn’t eat much dinner, even refusing his favorite dessert, key lime pie. She knew he’d want to stay home and talk to Hannah and tell her all about his new status as a lifeguard trainee. Leigh was proud of him, too, and told him so.

The wind was whipping the surf, the seagulls squawking overhead as she and Jenny walked over the dune and back to the house. After a warm bath and snack, Leigh got Jenny into bed and said good night to Jay. She was tired, too, but very worried about not being able to reach Kristen. She made herself a cup of tea, settled into the sofa in the family room, and called Dani.

“Leigh, I’m glad you called. How’s the beach?”

“Great, but I miss you. How are you and Gil?”

“He’s wonderful. We loved our time at your home. It’s so beautiful. Thank you again.”

“Anytime, please. Our house is your house, honestly. You and Gil are family.”

“You’re our family too,” said Dani. “And we’ll have to get together soon as you get back so we can talk about your dress for the wedding. I need your advice about so many details.”

“I can’t wait,” said Leigh. “You must be getting excited.”

“Honestly, I’m so busy with work, I don’t have time to think about it.”

“Speaking of work, I need to talk to you about something.” Leigh hesitated. “It’s about Kristen.”

“Sure. What’s going on?”

“I told you she was going to spend a few days here with us.”

“Yes. How’d it go?”

“It went okay, for a while.” Leigh hesitated but decided to open up to Dani. “Kristen told me she hadn’t finalized the divorce from Evan. I was really shocked.”

It took a moment before Dani answered. “I advised her to sign the papers.”

“I assumed you had. But she’s still furious with him, and I can’t believe she hasn’t moved on.” Leigh felt her anger building. “And all of a sudden she left on Sunday night. That really hurt me, Dani, plus the fact that she didn’t tell me about Evan. I honestly don’t know what’s going on with her.” Leigh sniffled away the tears as she talked. She was embarrassed she’d become so emotional.

“Oh, Leigh, I’m so sorry. I wanted to tell you, but I’m glad she finally did. I warned her to get as far away from Evan as she could.”

“Really? Can you tell me why?”

Leigh was perplexed when Dani used the word warned. What did she mean by that?

“Has Garrett said anything?” Dani asked.

“No, nothing. Does he know?”

“Garrett knows everything I learned in discovery. I suggest you talk to him.”

Leigh noticed that Dani got very quiet. Something was wrong, and Dani knew what it was. So did Garrett.

“Should I be worried?”

A long silence followed the question.

“I’m concerned for Kristen. I don’t think her judgment is sound, but you need to ask Garrett. He knows all the details about Evan. It’s best if it comes from him.”

“When Kristen was here, Evan called her. Things went downhill after that, and all of a sudden last night, she left. She said she had an important meeting today, one she couldn’t miss. I’ve called and texted, but I can’t reach her.” Leigh thought for a second but decided to tell Dani. “I found what looks like a pregnancy test package in the trash can in her bathroom. If she’s pregnant, whose baby is it?” Leigh sounded shrill, even to herself. “I don’t even know if she’s dating anyone!”

“Wow, that’s kind of strange. Is she pregnant?”

“I have no idea. The results stick wasn’t in the trash.” Leigh paused. “It’s beyond strange. I don’t know what’s going on with her, and she won’t talk to me. It’s not like her, Dani.”

“I know, but Kristen was terribly hurt by Evan. If Gil ever did that to me, I’d be devastated.”

“Why won’t Kristen confide in me? I’m her sister,” said Leigh, exasperated.

“Let me try to reach her. In the meantime call Garrett and talk to him.”

“Garrett should be here with us, his family. If he knows something, why didn’t he tell me?”

“You need to ask him,” said Dani.

Dani’s voice was tinged with anger, like she knew something Leigh should know.

“I guess you’re telling me something, right?”

“Look, Leigh. I’m your friend. Just call him, okay?”

“I will. Sorry to call so late. Give my love to Gil.”

“Call me anytime. I’ll check on Kristen, and if I can’t reach her, I’ll ask Gil to do some checking.”

“Thanks, Dani. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

Leigh could tell Dani was dancing around the truth. Something was wrong, and she was going to call Garrett. Maybe they should have it out. She was sick of playing this cat-and-mouse game with him. He owed her an explanation of why he wasn’t with his family. With her! What other secrets was he keeping about Kristen?


Chapter 33

Midnight Beach

Tuesday

Andy dodged the puddles as he drove his green Jeep Wrangler into the empty municipal parking lot and nosed it into a space marked Employees Only. He turned off the engine and checked his sports watch—it was 6:30 a.m., and there was no sign of Josh’s purple Fiesta. Shit! Where the hell is he? Andy inhaled a deep breath of frustration and ran his fingers through his sun-bleached hair, pushing it behind his ears. He cranked up the volume on the sound system and relaxed back into the seat. He closed his eyes and tapped his fingers against the steering wheel, nodding to the pounding beat of Metallica’s “Wherever I May Roam” blasting from the rear subwoofer. When the song ended, he checked his phone for text messages. Nothing. Sometimes his buddy overslept. Maybe he would still show. But deep down Andy knew that Josh had blown him off. Again.

Andy closed the music app, grabbed his gear and surfboard, and took the pedestrian access walkway down to the beach. The sun was invisible behind a thick blanket of gray clouds. He could tell more rain was coming. His nylon windbreaker was snapping hard against his chest in the strong onshore wind. The surf’s pretty rough. Andy looked at the choppy waves. Maybe surfing isn’t a good idea anyway. He didn’t like days after a storm, when the water could be deceptive and dangerous. Just as well Josh didn’t show. His friend was a rookie, and even when conditions were ideal, he often cut in line or took chances, sometimes wiping out badly.

After dropping his board on the sand, Andy rolled the white observation tower to its usual spot twenty yards from shore. He flung his backpack onto the platform, picked up the board, and leaned it against the tower. But before he could hoist the yellow flag, he caught a glimpse of something moving close to shore—something he instinctively knew shouldn’t be there. He jerked his head toward the water. He saw an aqua-and-yellow kayak bouncing in the white foam at the water’s edge. With no one on board. The empty kayak caused a sudden shift in his psyche, and his heart started racing. He scanned the water, hoping to spot the bobbing motion of an orange life vest. But all he saw was rough surf from last night’s storm.

Andy kicked off his sandals and ran to the water’s edge. His stretch of beach was empty, but he saw a lone jogger’s fresh shoe prints. He waded in to midcalf, the tide tugging hard against his legs, and dragged the empty craft onto the sloping sand at the water’s edge. A thin puddle of water rolled back and forth in the narrow cockpit. He stood next to the kayak and looked up and down the beach. He saw a few people in the distance, but they were strolling, some with dogs bounding at their sides. No one looked as if they’d abandoned an expensive kayak to take an early-morning walk on the beach.

Andy sprinted back to the tower, climbed onto the platform, and pulled his cell phone and binoculars out of his backpack. He called his supervisor, and while waiting for him to arrive, he scanned the water. Andy was still on the tower when the red MB Safety Patrol SUV pulled up alongside his station, its yellow emergency flasher rotating on top.

“You’re here early,” Jack called up to Andy as he jumped out of the vehicle. Jack took a quick glance at the surfboard leaning on the tower.

“Yes, sir,” answered Andy, lowering the binoculars.

He braced himself for a lecture about solo surfing, but it didn’t come. Jack directed his attention toward the water. Without another word, he jogged down to the kayak and leaned over to examine the cockpit. He opened the watertight compartment in the forward hatch, took his phone out of his back pocket, held it over the hatch, and snapped a photo. He surveyed the water and the beach. After a few minutes, he jogged back to the stand. Andy waited as Jack looked down at his phone. He was looking at the photo he’d taken of the hatch, enlarging it with his thumb and index finger.

“Fuck!” exclaimed Jack. He looked up at Andy. “You didn’t see anyone get out of the kayak?” he asked, looking up and down the beach.

“No, a total ghost rider,” answered Andy, shaking his head. “It was in the shallows when I got here. Maybe ten minutes ago.”

“I’m calling the rescue team,” said Jack, turning his gaze back toward the water. “Keep scanning the water!”

Jack sat in the SUV while making several calls. After hanging up, he got out, walked over to the tower, and looked up at Andy. “The coast guard has a vessel in the area, and Mandy and Pete are out searching on wave runners.” Jack looked back at the water. “Hopefully whoever was out in that thing was wearing a vest.”

Andy sure as hell hoped so too. But as he watched Jack jog back to the kayak, he felt the wind pick up, and particles of sand began swirling through the air, stinging his face. The sky had darkened to an ominous slate gray. Without warning he was hit by a strong gust of wind, forcing him to release his hold on the binoculars and grab the platform frame to maintain his balance. Holy crap! Andy struggled to pull on the hood of his windbreaker just as heavy pellets of rain began falling. Eyes narrowed, he raised the binoculars and searched the churning water. The waves were cresting higher now, pounding the shoreline. He watched Jack, hunkered down against the wind, drag the kayak up the beach and set it down next to the lifeguard stand.

It might be too late for whoever’s out there, life jacket or no life jacket. Andy tried to spot any movement in the chop. But all he saw through the heavy downpour were rolling whitecaps and the diagonal line of fast-moving rip currents. He wasn’t sure how long Mandy and Pete could maneuver the wave runners through the rough water. While Andy concentrated on searching the water for the missing kayaker, Jack climbed up onto the platform and stood next to him.

“You see anything out there?” asked Jack, squinting to see through the heavy downpour.

“Nothing!” Andy raised his voice to be heard over the din of the wind and surf. He lowered his binoculars and glanced over at Jack. His eyes were narrowed and his jaw muscles clenched as he directed his gaze beyond the breakers. He was leaning forward, gripping the platform with both hands, oblivious to the rain running down his face and drenching his clothes. He didn’t have to say what he was thinking. Andy could read the worry on the older man’s face—whoever had gone out for an early-morning kayaking adventure had gotten tossed overboard in the chop, and was now, very likely, in the fight of their life in this dangerous and turbulent sea.


Chapter 34

Midnight Beach

Tuesday

Leigh woke up with a start at the torrential rain pelting against the French doors. She jumped out of bed and looked outside. The sky looked lead gray, and the ocean was barely visible through the downpour. She hoped Jenny wasn’t afraid. Leigh checked out the clock on the nightstand. It was 7:00 a.m. She felt chilled. She grabbed her robe from the end of the bed, slipped it on, and padded out of the bedroom and down the hall to Jenny’s room. She was asleep, curled up under the covers, one doll on the floor, the other at the foot of the bed. Leigh looked up the stairs that led to Jay’s room but didn’t hear any sound. She was sure he’d sleep all morning after yesterday’s grueling training session.

Leigh went back to her room, brushed her teeth, unplugged the cell phone from the charger, and headed down to the kitchen to make coffee. She liked having some quiet time just to herself. She still hadn’t called Garrett. She’d wanted to call him last night, but she’d decided to wait. She was upset about having to question him about Kristen. Why wouldn’t he tell me? It just didn’t make sense not to share something so important with his wife. With me.

While waiting for the coffee to brew, Leigh checked her phone for messages. Dani had texted, asking if she’d reached Garrett. Leigh responded that she’d try him later. Using her tablet, she logged into her school email. She had numerous emails to answer from some of the faculty, and several students had reached out to her. She started working her way through them until the coffee finished brewing. It was after 7:30 a.m. when Jenny came slowly down the steps. She was wearing her yellow pajama set with the ice-cream-cone design, yawning, and carrying Bella. She climbed up on the stool next to Leigh.

“Good morning, sweetie,” said Leigh, giving Jenny a hug and kiss on her forehead.

“Can I have cereal, please?” asked Jenny, leaning her head against her mom’s arm.

“Yes, you may,” said Leigh, happy that Jenny remembered to say please.

“Your brother must be sleeping in,” said Leigh, reaching into the cabinet for the box of Froot Loops. She sprinkled a portion into a bowl and lifted the gallon of milk out of the refrigerator, then poured milk over the cereal. She grabbed a spoon from the drawer and set the bowl in front of Jenny.

“He’s not in his room,” said Jenny, staring into the bowl, slurping milk as she spooned the cereal into her mouth.

“He’s not?” asked Leigh. “Are you sure?”

“I went to his room,” said Jenny, munching on her cereal. “Can I watch cartoons?”

Leigh didn’t answer. She went up the two flights of steps to Jay’s room. His bed had been slept in, but he wasn’t in it. The bathroom door was open, and she peeked in. Where is he? The rain was heavy, so she knew he wasn’t on the deck. She looked around the room and saw his cell phone on the floor next to the bed, as though he’d tossed it there or dropped it. That’s strange. It wasn’t like him to go anywhere without his cell phone. She picked it up, stuck it in her robe pocket, and checked all the rooms upstairs before going downstairs. Where can he be? He never leaves without telling me where he’s going. That’s the rule.

Leigh hurried back to the kitchen. Jenny was sitting at the desk in the back corner near the window. She’d turned on the laptop and was watching YouTube videos. Leigh pulled Jay’s cell phone out of her pocket and tapped on his message app. All the texts had been read, and they were all from Hannah. She never liked invading Jay’s privacy, but she was concerned. Maybe he’d told Hannah where he was going. She tapped open the most recent text and read the typed words. You’re really great, Jay. Try to understand. This is about me, not you. She’d added three heart emojis. Oh, no. Leigh scrolled back through Hannah’s previous texts. Leigh’s heart sank as she read the words. Hannah thought they should date other people, but they could still see each other if he wanted to. Oh, my darling boy. He must be crushed. She closed the messaging app. Why did Hannah have to do this while he was away? Teenagers can be so impulsive and thoughtless. Where is he? He must have gone somewhere. But where? Leigh didn’t think he’d take the car, but she hurried down the steps to the garage. The car was still there. Where is he?

“Mommy, Mommy, where are you going?” called Jenny, waiting at the top of the stairs.

“I’ll be right up, Jenny. I’m just looking for your brother.” Leigh hurried up the stairs. “You didn’t see him this morning?”

“No,” said Jenny. “Can I have more cereal?”

Leigh didn’t answer. She heard her cell phone ringing. She raced to the kitchen, where her phone was lying on the island countertop. She looked at the caller ID. It took a few seconds for the name to register. It was Jack.

“Hello, Jack?” asked Leigh, surprised to hear his voice.

“Leigh, I’m just checking to see if everything is okay there.”

“Jay’s not here. I’ve just looked all over the house.” She hesitated, puzzled by his question. “Why are you calling?”

“Garrett’s kayak washed up on the beach several miles from your house. I wondered what was going on.”

“How do you know it’s Garrett’s?” Leigh was confused. None of this was making sense.

“The kayak’s vessel ID sticker has Garrett’s name on it.”

“Wait a minute. Garrett’s kayak? It can’t be Garrett’s.” She thought about seeing it in the garage when they arrived on Friday. “It’s here…Hold on a minute.”

Leigh put the phone down, ran to the basement steps, and hurried down to the garage. She turned on all the lights and walked to the rear storage area. She looked around at the surfboard, lawn chairs, and bicycles. But something was missing. The wall brackets where the kayak was normally stored were empty. Oh my God. She ran back up the stairs and grabbed the phone.

“It’s gone.” She was out of breath. “Jay must have taken it out. Is he there?”

“No, he wasn’t with it.”

“Oh my God,” gasped Leigh, placing her hand over her mouth. He was out there in the ocean somewhere, alone.

“Listen to me, Leigh. The coast guard is searching for him, and our rescue teams are out in the search area looking for him.” He paused. “We’ll find him.”

“Oh, Jack, I’m so scared.” She couldn’t catch her breath. “He left here upset. I don’t know when. It must have been early.”

Her mind was racing, trying to absorb what Jack said. She hadn’t heard Jay leave. How could he have gone out without awakening her?

“Stay there. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

She disconnected and dropped the phone on the counter. God, this can’t be happening. Please keep him safe. She covered her mouth with both hands and broke down sobbing.


Chapter 35

Midnight Beach

Tuesday

“Why are you crying, Mommy?” asked Jenny, clinging to Leigh’s bathrobe. “Where’s Jay?”

“Jay took the kayak,” said Leigh, sniffing and wiping her nose with a tissue. She had to stay calm for Jenny’s sake. “It’s okay, honey. Jack called, and he and his lifeguard team are out looking for him.”

Her hand was shaking so hard she could hardly find Garrett in her cell phone contacts. After she dialed Garrett’s number, she watched Jenny pick up her doll and walk over to the window to look at the ocean. The rain was coming down hard, making loud tapping sounds on the glass. Garrett’s cell phone rang three times before going to voice mail. “Damn it!” Leigh disconnected. She looked at the clock on the kitchen stove. He was probably on his way to the office.

“Jenny, I’m going to get dressed. Do you want to stay here and watch cartoons?”

“Okay, Mommy.”

Leigh turned on the set, selected the Disney Channel, and ran up the stairs to her bedroom. She dug a pair of jeans out of her dresser drawer and pulled them on, along with a long-sleeve T-shirt and tennis shoes. She splashed water on her face and ran a comb through her hair. She hurried back down the stairs and tried Garrett’s mobile number again. The call went straight to voice mail.

Leigh went over to sit next to Jenny. She pulled Jenny close against her, and Jenny looked up into Leigh’s face. She placed her hand on Leigh’s cheek. “Everything’s going to be all right, Mom. Jay will be back soon.”

“I know, baby,” said Leigh, smiling down at Jenny as tears streamed down her face.

Leigh jumped up when she heard heavy steps cross the deck. She ran to the door and opened it. “Jack, have you heard anything?”

He stepped inside the house. His waterproof jacket was dripping, and his baseball cap was soaked.

“I just heard one of the team spotted him in the water, a quarter mile out. They’re bringing him in now. Mandy said Jay’s tired but okay.”

“Oh, Jack. Thank God,” exclaimed Leigh, closing her eyes with relief.

She sank into his chest, his wet jacket soaking her T-shirt. He wrapped his arms around her, and she collapsed in tears. She stayed in his arms, sobbing, and Jenny came over and wrapped her arms around her mom’s legs.

“I told you everything would be all right, Mommy,” said Jenny, holding tightly to Leigh and looking up at her.

Leigh pulled away from Jack, bent down, and hugged Jenny, burying her face in Jenny’s hair. “Yes, you did, baby,” said Leigh, smiling through her tears. “Thank God,” she whispered.

She released Jenny from her arms, stood up, and looked at Jack. He’d gotten a call on his cell phone and was talking to someone.

“Let me ask.” He turned to Leigh. “Jay wants to come home. Do you want him checked out first at the hospital?”

“I don’t know,” she said, unsure of what to do. “What do you think?”

“Mandy said he’s fine, but it might be a good idea,” said Jack. “Just as a precaution.”

“Okay,” said Leigh. “Can you take me there? I’ll get Jenny ready.”

“Sure.” Jack talked into his phone and made arrangements to meet at the hospital.

“Come on, Jenny. Let’s get you dressed, and we’ll go see Jay.”

“Hurray!” said Jenny, jumping up and down. She ran up the staircase and into her room.

Leigh turned to Jack. “How can I ever thank you?” Her lips were quivering, and her body began shaking uncontrollably from the release of tension and the adrenaline rushing through her body.

“It’s okay,” he said. “Everything’s going to be all right now.” His voice was gentle and reassuring. He reached forward and held on to her upper arms, trying to steady her. “Take a few deep breaths,” he said, demonstrating by slowing inhaling and exhaling. “Breathe in and out. Very slowly, Leigh.”

“I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t been here,” she said, crying. She collapsed against him again and began sobbing, her face pressed against his chest. His arms felt warm and solid, and she felt safe in a way she hadn’t felt for a long time. She never wanted him to let her go.
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Midnight Beach

Tuesday

Leigh peeked around the curtain before entering the emergency room cubicle. She walked over and stood next to the hospital bed.

“Hey, sweetheart,” she said quietly.

Jay’s eyes were closed, but he opened them when she spoke and gave her a weak smile. His face was pale and drawn, his lean arms sticking out of the hospital gown. The nurse had told her he was dehydrated when he was brought in so she wouldn’t be alarmed by the IV.

“Hi, Mom,” said Jay, his voice barely a whisper.

“You had quite an adventure today,” she said, trying to stay calm. “How are you feeling?”

“Okay,” he said, hesitating. “Sorry, Mom, for all the trouble.”

“You scared me half to death, Jay.” Her tone was harsher than she intended. She saw tears come to his eyes, and she leaned over and kissed his forehead. She rubbed his arm. His skin felt cold to her touch. “Everything’s okay, honey. The doctor said you’re fine, and you can come home as soon as your labs come back.”

“I want to leave now,” he said, pushing the sheet back and starting to get out of bed.

“It won’t be long.” She grabbed his arm. He settled back against the pillow. “Do you want to tell me what happened?” She tried to keep her voice even.

Jay’s face crumbled. He bent his head down, and tears cascaded down his face. She rubbed his arm and let him cry. “I’m so sorry, Jay. You must be very sad.”

“Mom, why do people leave?” He was rubbing the corners of his eyes, trying to stop the tears, his mouth contorted.

“Aunt Kristen left.” He paused and looked up at her. “And Dad. Why didn’t he want to come with us?”

“You miss him,” said Leigh, fighting to maintain her composure.

“Hannah broke up with me,” said Jay, biting his lip and snuffling. He rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands.

“I’m so sorry, sweetheart. It must hurt so much.”

He didn’t say anything, just kept his head down, rubbing his eyes.

“Girls say things they don’t mean, Jay.”

“She means it, Mom,” said Jay, angry.

“Look, we’ll get you home, give you something good to eat, and you can rest all day. You can call her and talk to her. I’m sure you two can work it out.”

Jay didn’t answer.

“All that matters is you’re okay. We can handle anything, remember?”

Jay nodded. Leigh patted his arm, but her heart was breaking for her son. Garrett had disappointed her so many times, but she didn’t realize until now the impact he’d had on his son. She didn’t know how to fix their relationship, but she knew she had to be strong for her son, for both of her children. She wasn’t going to let Garrett destroy them, even if he was intent on destroying their marriage.

The curtain slid back, and a young woman in blue scrubs came into the cubicle holding a laptop. She stood next to the bed. “Good news, Mrs. Prentiss. Jay’s labs are perfect.” Then she looked at Jay. “I bet you’d like to get out of here, Jay. Just take it easy for a day or two, okay?” She gave Jay a warm smile.

“Thank you, Dr. Mayer,” said Leigh, looking at her name badge.

“The nurse will bring papers for you to sign.” She added, “Don’t worry. He’ll be fine.” The doctor turned and disappeared out of the cubicle.

“Jack is here. He’s going to take us home.” She waited a beat. “He’s very proud of you. Mandy said you were very calm when she spotted you in the water. You didn’t panic when the kayak went over.”

Jay shrugged. “Can you leave, Mom, so I can get dressed?”

“Sure.”

Stepping outside the cubicle, Leigh pulled her cell phone out of her tote. She called Garrett’s office.

“Amy, it’s Leigh. May I speak to Garrett?”

“Hi, Leigh. How’s the beach?’” asked Amy cheerfully.

“Nice, thanks. I need to speak to Garrett.” She didn’t want to be unfriendly, but she wanted to avoid a lengthy chat.

“I’m sorry. He’s not here. Have you tried his cell? He was meeting a client this morning, but I don’t think he’ll be back in the office today.”

“I’ll try texting him. If he calls in, have him call me,” said Leigh, rolling her eyes in frustration.

She looked down at her watch and saw it was 10:30 a.m. She tried Garrett’s cell but got his voice mail again. Damn it! After the beep she left a brief message: “Jay’s fine. He took the kayak out this morning and got caught in the storm, but all’s well.” As she spoke, her eyes scanned the ER entrance. Through the glass she could see Jack standing just beyond the doors, holding Jenny’s hand and waiting.

She turned when Jay pushed back the curtain and stepped out of the cubicle. His face had regained its color, but he looked exhausted, with dark circles under his eyes.

Leigh smiled at her teenage son. “Ready to go home?”

Jay nodded. As they walked toward the exit, Leigh heard her phone ding. It was a text.

“Oh, maybe it’s your dad.”

She stopped and looked down at the message. It was from Evan. That’s weird. Why was he texting her?

“Go ahead, Jay. I’ll be right there.”

Leigh stepped to the side of the corridor and tapped open the text message. All she saw was a downloaded video. What’s this? Why is he sending me anything? She wondered if she should open it. Maybe it was a scam. But curiosity got the better of her. As the video opened, Leigh stared down at the screen, trying to comprehend what she was seeing. She recognized Garrett walking down a carpeted hallway and stopping in front of a door that appeared to be a condo or apartment. The apartment number on the wall was 812 in gold script numerals. How do I know that address? She saw Garrett touch the doorbell, and seconds later, when the door opened, Kristen appeared. She was smiling, then she stepped back, and Garrett walked past her. Kristen closed the door. After that, the video abruptly ended.

Wait a minute. Why did Evan send this? Leigh stared down at the phone. What the hell? Garrett was obviously at Kristen’s condo. That was why the number was familiar, but she couldn’t remember when he’d gone there. Without her. It didn’t make sense. Leigh touched the replay arrow on the screen and watched the ten-second video again. Kristen seemed happy to see Garrett, like she was expecting him. Why does Evan want me to see this? Leigh looked up, realizing she was still standing in the emergency room. She looked toward the door. Jay was talking to Jack, and Jack was patting him on the back. Everything looked surreal, like she was part of the cast in a strange movie. As the room started to spin, all she could see was white as her vision narrowed, and when her cell phone hit the floor, her knees began to buckle. The last thing she heard was someone yelling, “Somebody catch her!”


Chapter 37

Palm Beach Manor

Tuesday

Arabel looked all over the house for Evan and finally found him in his office downstairs. He was sitting at his desk with his eyes glued to the computer screen, and he didn’t see her standing in the doorway.

“Aren’t you going to the office?” she asked, her three-inch heels sinking into the plush Oriental rug as she walked over to stand next to his desk.

“I’m going later. I’m just catching up on my emails. When does your flight leave?” he asked, hurriedly closing the laptop.

“It leaves at noon.”

“Do you have to go today?” asked Evan, standing up. He stood next to her and playfully trailed his fingers down a strand of her hair near her face. “We could have dinner.”

“I have plans this evening, darling. Remember?” She flashed him a smile that could kill.

“Yes, with two of your sorority sisters.” He grabbed her hand, laced his fingers through hers, and squeezed. “But I’ll miss you.”

“I know,” she said, disentangling her hand from his. “But I’ll be back.”

“When?” It was a demand, not a question.

“I’m not sure. I have some business at the planning office while I’m there. I’ll call you.”

“If you stay, I’ll take you with me to Saint Thomas. I’m flying there tomorrow.”

Her radar went up. “A business trip?”

“Unfortunately. It’d be more fun with you along.”

She wasn’t going to take the bait. “I’d rather be with you too.”

She leaned toward him and gave him a light peck on his lips. He grabbed her and pulled her against him. She turned her cheek to him, but he grabbed her jaw forcefully and turned her face toward his. He kissed her mouth hard, and she did her best to fake a passionate response in spite of the pain in her jaw and his sour coffee breath. She managed to pull away from his embrace, but he held on to her bare arms so tightly she could feel his fingers digging into her flesh. “I’d better finish packing, or you’re going to make me miss my flight.”

“That’s the idea,” he said, but he released his grip on her. “I don’t mind driving you to the airport.”

“Bruno’s taking me,” she said. “He said he has errands you wanted him to run.”

Bruno Taggert hated Evan almost as much as she did. Bruno was a middle-aged balding accountant with a dad bod and a razor-sharp intellect. Arabel had quickly homed in on his sweet spot—loneliness, coupled with a malignant desire for revenge after his ugly divorce. Bruno had spent a year in jail for tax evasion. While he was there, his wife divorced him, married his (former) best friend, and moved to Virginia, taking Bruno’s kids with her.

Bruno was primed to help Arabel hold Evan’s balls to the fire. The way he looked at her was all the assurance she needed that he’d go to the mat for her. Bruno had a flexible attitude toward crime, but he and Arabel had formed an alliance because of Evan’s blatant immorality. Bruno had been more than happy to help her access the safe in Evan’s office, and he’d arranged to transfer funds into two secure accounts that had been set up in her name. All she had to do was say when. He’d also agreed to drive her Jag to the West Coast. She remembered exactly the day she and Bruno had bonded.
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She was sunbathing by the pool. Bruno came out to keep her company while Evan was on a Zoom meeting in his office. Bruno brought her a wine spritzer with a slice of lime and a straw. She asked him to join her.

He sat in the lounge chair next to her, dressed in casual business slacks and a polo shirt. Sweat was slick on his forehead, and she could see his eyes undressing her. He’d always been like a puppy, nipping at her heels, but today she could see he couldn’t take his eyes off her. Bruno started the conversation very casually, saying he wanted to share some information that could be mutually beneficial. Arabel’s ears perked up. He said he liked her and hated to see a woman being taken advantage of. She watched him talk, and he had a little smirk on his face.

“I think we’re alike,” Bruno said. “We like being the screwer, not the screwee.” He shrugged his thick shoulders, and his stomach jiggled as he chuckled at his own joke.

“We can agree on that,” said Arabel, sitting up, leaning forward to give him a better view of her breasts.

Bruno managed to clear his throat and continue. “I know Evan’s seeing other women.”

“Oh, really?” Arabel raised her eyebrows.

“I don’t like him hurting you.” He looked at her over his glasses. “I’ve been there, and it sucks.”

Arabel extended her tongue and licked her upper lip, deep in thought. “I’m glad we’re friends, Bruno.”

“Me, too, Arabel.”

“Can you put some lotion on my back?” she asked, rolling onto her stomach. “But you’ll have to unfasten my bikini top first.”

She placed the tube of suntan lotion in his shaking hand, and he leaned over, dripping sweat on her back as he unfastened the strings of her flimsy bikini.

“My pleasure.”
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Arabel walked out of the sunlit office and up the staircase to their bedroom. When she got to the landing, she used her hand to wipe the wet trace of Evan’s kiss off her mouth. That’s the last time he’ll force me to do anything.

After pausing for a moment to make certain he hadn’t followed her, Arabel went into the master bedroom. She went through her dresser drawers one last time, finding a few favorite items she’d overlooked. She arranged them in the overstuffed suitcase lying open on the bed. She was taking as much as she could fit into one suitcase and one carry-on. She’d worry about the rest of her things later. She did a sweeping survey of the bedroom and the cozy sitting room where she and Evan had spent many mornings on the mauve velvet sofa, sipping coffee and reading the paper. The king-size bed where they’d made love. Or where she thought they were making love. She would miss him, but he’d miss her more. Her lips curled into a bitter sneer.

Arabel tossed her long red hair over her shoulder, leaned over, and closed the suitcase. At least she had the jewelry he’d given her—the diamond earrings, the necklaces, the rose pin accented with rubies, the sapphire-and-diamond ring, the one he’d made clear was not an engagement ring. And the cash she’d taken from his office safe. She’d FedExed the stack of bills to Jason. Ex-husbands do come in handy. She was eager to see him again to discuss her plans. Their plans.

She knew Evan had been lying to her, not just now but many times. She’d sneaked into his office last night after they’d had sex and he was in a deep, postcoital sleep. She’d searched through his cell phone’s call history, but it had been erased. The bastard. There could be only one reason why. He knew she was checking up on him now, and he was hiding something. She knew it was another woman. Or maybe Kristen. He’d placed multiple calls to Kristen over the past several months, which infuriated her. Kristen had already said she wouldn’t divorce him. Maybe they were going to reconcile. Not that she blamed Kristen. In her own way, she could relate to her. They were very different but the same. Both had been fucked over by Evan.

It was one thing to make promises to her, but Arabel was now certain Evan didn’t mean them. Evan had used her to facilitate his clandestine operation in San Francisco. He had no intentions of making her part of his life or his business. But she was fine with it. She wanted nothing to do with FieldTek. Or anything he’d touched. She admired success but not when it meant giving up your soul. But when one door closes, another opens. That was what her mother had told her years ago. But her mother didn’t tell her that sometimes you have to blow something up before you walk away from it. That way, whatever is left behind will never come after you.

She set the suitcase and carry-on by the bedroom door and swept the room one more time. She glanced down at her watch. Bruno would be waiting for her, sitting in his SUV on the circular driveway at the front door. It was time to give Evan a final farewell kiss.


Chapter 38

Midnight Beach

Tuesday

People were rushing in and out, and Leigh heard the sound of an electronic beeping. Someone covered her with a blanket. She was having trouble focusing. She kept drifting off but slowly opened her eyes and took in her surroundings. It took a few minutes for her to figure out where she was. She was in a hospital bed, in a small room with the curtain drawn. Her mouth felt dry, and her arm hurt. When she looked down, she saw the needle; it was connected by a tube to IV fluid next to the bed. Then she remembered the video Evan had sent her. After that she couldn’t remember anything. She must have fainted. Oh, God. Her thoughts were jumbled. Where’s Jay? Where’s Jenny? What’s happening? Leigh closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths.

The curtain opened, and a doctor she recognized came in, stood next to her, and studied the digital screen to the right of the bed.

“Hello, Leigh. How are you feeling?”

“Everything’s a little hazy,” she said, staring up at the doctor, recognizing her. “You took care of Jay.”

“Yes, I’m Dr. Mayer. He’s doing great. I see you’re doing well too. Your blood pressure is a little low, but other than that, your tests are fine.”

Leigh forced a slight smile. “Guess I should have eaten this morning.”

Dr. Mayer listened to Leigh’s heart, then shined a light into both of her eyes. She examined Leigh’s abdomen with her fingertips. “Any pain when I press here?”

“No,” answered Leigh.

“You’ve had a shock today, and I’m going to prescribe a mild sedative.” She typed into the small laptop she was holding. “After you have one of our hospital’s world-famous breakfasts, you can go home. One of the nurses will be in with a tray.” She patted Leigh’s leg. “See you in a little while.”

Before she could assimilate what the doctor had said, the curtain was pulled back. Jack stuck his head in. “Would you like a visitor?” he asked, giving her one of his half smiles that affected her in a way she didn’t fully understand.

She nodded, feeling a tear slide down from the corner of her eye. She quickly wiped it away. “How are the kids?” she asked with effort.

“They’re fine. Jay’s texting all his friends, and Jenny has made a friend. They’re playing in the children’s waiting room.”

“Oh, I’m so embarrassed. I need to get out of here,” she said, sitting up, inadvertently tugging on the IV in the effort. “Ouch.” She winced from the discomfort. She looked at Jack. “I’m so sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused you.”

“Trouble’s what I do, remember?”

“I know. Thank you, though. For everything.” She bit her lip to stop it from trembling. “Do you know where my phone is?” she asked, looking around. “I need to call Garrett.”

“Here it is,” he said, pulling it from his pocket and handing it to her.

She looked at the phone. No calls. She tapped on Garrett’s number. Voice mail again. She looked at Jack. “I don’t know why he won’t call me back.” She didn’t know why she’d revealed that to Jack.

“Is there someone you can call who might know how to reach him?”

“Yes, there is.”

After several rings, Dani picked up. “Oh, Dani, thank God you’re there.” Leigh watched Jack step out of the cubicle.

Leigh blurted out everything—about Hannah breaking up with Jay, Jay being upset with his dad, Jay taking the kayak out and getting rescued, and about her fainting.

“Oh, Leigh. I’m so sorry. What can I do?”

“It sounds so crazy. I just can’t reach Garrett. He’s not answering his phone. And Kristen never called me.”

“Garrett’s out of the office. He won’t answer his phone if he’s with a client.” She paused. “He and Robby were behind closed doors early this morning.” She hesitated. “I don’t know what that’s about.”

Leigh heard the question in Dani’s voice. “Don’t worry. Just have Garrett call me.”

“I’m coming to the beach, Leigh. I can take a few days off.”

“No, don’t be silly. I’m really fine, but thank you for being such a wonderful friend.” Leigh swallowed hard so she wouldn’t start crying.

“I’ll call you later today,” said Dani. “And I’ll try Kristen again.”

“Wait a minute,” said Leigh. “I need to ask you something.”

“Go ahead.”

“Be as honest with me as you can.”

“Of course.”

“Evan sent me a video. Of Garrett going into Kristen’s condo. Why would he do that?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know, or you can’t tell me?”

Leigh hated putting Dani on the spot, but she was feeling at her wits’ end.

“I honestly don’t know why Evan did that. I have no context.”

“Wait, I’ll send you the video.”

Leigh looked down at the cell, found the text from Evan, and forwarded the video to Dani.

Seconds later Dani said, “Got it.”

Leigh waited while Dani watched it.

After a long silence, Dani said, “I have no idea what this is about.”

“Why wouldn’t Garrett tell me he visited Kristen?” asked Leigh. “And she didn’t tell me. It doesn’t make sense.”

“No, it doesn’t, Leigh. But I sense something is troubling Kristen, and somehow maybe Garrett knows what it is.”

“He knows she won’t divorce Evan. I guess I’m the last to know that,” said Leigh with sarcasm. “I wonder what else Garrett hasn’t told me.” She exhaled in frustration.

“Don’t jump to conclusions.”

“Put yourself in my shoes. I’m sick of trying to guess what’s going on in Garrett’s head.” Her eyes burned as tears pooled in her eyes. “He can hurt me, but not my kids.” She lowered her voice. “Jay almost drowned this morning, Dani, and I can’t even reach his dad.” She lowered her head, crying softly, tears falling on the hospital gown.

“I’m coming to the beach, Leigh. I’ll be there as soon as I can,” said Dani.

Leigh sniffled. “No, no, I’m fine.” She couldn’t lose control of her emotions now.

“I want to come,” Dani said. “You shouldn’t have to deal with this by yourself.”

“I’m not by myself.” Leigh glanced at the opening in the curtain. She could see Jack still there, out of earshot. “But thank you for offering. I’ll feel better after I get out of here and get the kids home.”

“Call me later. I want to know you’re okay.”

“I am okay. I promise. Thanks for being there.”

“Always. I’ll try to reach Garrett.”

“Thanks, love you,” said Leigh.

“Love you too.”

Jack stepped into the cubicle. His face was questioning.

“Jack, I don’t know where Garrett is or what’s going on with him,” she said.

“He’ll call you.”

Leigh didn’t answer. She stared down at her phone but didn’t open the video. Evan had sent the video for a reason. Whatever the reason, Leigh sensed it meant more than she fully understood. Maybe Dani was right about not jumping to conclusions. But Kristen was right. Leigh was a Pollyanna, and that wasn’t working anymore.


Chapter 39

Midnight Beach

Tuesday

Thank goodness Jack had stayed. He drove them home, stopping at McDonald’s on the way to buy lunch for the kids. While Jay and Jenny sat in the family room and ate their fries and McNuggets, Jack took over in the kitchen, even though Leigh tried to convince him she was perfectly capable of preparing lunch.

She sat on one of the barstools while the coffee brewed and watched him navigate around the kitchen. He pulled cold cuts out of the refrigerator and found a loaf of Italian bread in the bread drawer. She watched him wash the lettuce, and while it drained, he grabbed the cutting board and a sharp knife and cut thin slices of ripe tomato and four thick slices from the fresh bread. He layered tomato, lettuce, provolone, and turkey breast on the bread, put the sandwiches on paper plates, and placed them on the island. When the coffee was ready, he poured them each a mug. He grabbed two paper towels from the roll sitting next to the sink, folded each sheet, and handed one to Leigh as he sat down on the barstool next to her. While she watched his every move, she tried to remember if Garrett had ever prepared any meal for her. But she couldn’t. Not even after the kids were born.

“You didn’t have to make lunch for me,” said Leigh, staring down at the restaurant-quality sandwich before looking at Jack, genuinely touched and grateful for his thoughtfulness.

“I wanted to.” His eyes crinkled into a smile as he sipped the coffee.

Leigh was acutely aware of Jack’s proximity to her. She shifted around to look at him. In a hushed whisper so the kids wouldn’t hear, she said, “I couldn’t have gotten through this day without you.”

“Sure you would.” He pointed to her plate. “Eat.”

She picked up the thick sandwich and took a bite. “Delicious,” she said. “Umm,” she moaned, with a piece of lettuce hanging from her mouth. She used her finger to poke the stray leaf into her mouth, laughing at how silly she must look. Jack started laughing too. But suddenly her emotions welled over, and she burst into tears.

Jack put his sandwich down, placed his arm around Leigh, and as she rested her head on his shoulder, he pulled her closer. After a minute she stopped crying and looked up at him, her moist eyes locked on his. “I mean it, Jack. I needed you today.”

“I’m here,” he said, holding her tight against him, his voice calming and tender. “As long as you want me.”

She gazed into his deep-blue eyes, intense as they held hers, and she wasn’t sure when, but she knew at that moment she wanted him like she’d never wanted anyone else. She could feel he wanted her. She didn’t know when it would happen, but it was going to happen. It scared her to think of her strong attraction to him, but it was undeniable. Maybe she was feeling vulnerable and fragile, but she’d liked him before Jay’s near miss in the water. She’d never thought about anyone but Garrett. I never wanted to. Now her feelings for Jack both excited and frightened her. She’d never before considered betraying her husband. Until now.

Jay walked into the kitchen, drinking the last of his Coke and sucking on pieces of ice he’d shaken out of the paper cup. “Mom, Hannah wants me to call her.”

“Cool,” said Leigh, pulling away from Jack and sitting up straight. “But you need to rest, Jay,” she called after him as he headed up to his room.

He didn’t answer.

Just then Leigh’s cell phone rang. She looked down at the caller ID. That’s strange. Why’s he calling?

She picked up the call. “Trey, how are you?” She looked at Jack and raised her shoulders indicating her surprise at the call.

“Leigh, I’m looking for Kristen. Have you heard from her?” he asked, ignoring her question.

“No, I haven’t. Why are you looking for her?” asked Leigh, perplexed.

“She showed up at my place yesterday morning around 4:00 a.m.” She heard the worry in his voice. “It was great, Leigh. She said she wanted to get back together. I couldn’t believe it.” After a beat, he added, “Then I wake up, and she’s gone. Like she was never there,” he said, exasperated.

“Did she give you any idea where she was going?” Leigh stood up and walked to the staircase and sat down on the lower step.

“No, she just disappeared. I’ve been to her condo, but she’s not there. I thought she might be back at the beach.”

“She left here on Sunday, and I haven’t been able to reach her. I’m really getting worried,” said Leigh.

“I’m worried too,” he said. “All she talked about was getting married and having babies. Everything I’ve ever wanted with her. Then she just left.”

Leigh sucked in a deep breath. She remembered the EPT test package. Was Kristen seeing someone else?

“Is that the first time you’ve seen her since she married Evan?”

“Yes. I was stunned to see her at the door. I couldn’t believe it.”

“Just call me if you hear from her. Please.”

“I will. Thanks, Leigh. She seemed almost desperate when she showed up.” Trey got very quiet. “I love her.”

“I know, Trey,” said Leigh. “I pray this works out. Kristen needs you. I can just sense it.”

“I have to find her first,” he said. “For her to disappear like this. It’s not like her.”

“Please call me,” said Leigh, and she hung up.

Oh my God. Leigh was more concerned than ever about her impulsive sister.

Jack walked over to the steps. “Is it Kristen?”

“Her former boyfriend. They were serious, and Kristen went to his place yesterday, and after they reconnected, she suddenly disappeared.”

“She’ll show up,” said Jack. “At least you know she’s okay.”

“But her erratic behavior concerns me,” said Leigh, putting her hand over her mouth and shaking her head.

She thought about the video of Garrett and Kristen that Evan had sent. Maybe he’d sent the video to Kristen too. To blackmail her into signing the divorce? That seemed far-fetched, even to Leigh. But could that have happened? Kristen used to disappear when she was in college, just go off without a word and do outlandish things. Maybe she was just doing her usual attention-getting vanishing act. But Leigh couldn’t stop worrying about her sister. Whatever the video meant, Leigh would have to figure it out.

“I’d better get going,” said Jack.

Leigh stood up. “Can you come back later?” Then she remembered. “I guess I better come get the kayak.”

“I’ll bring it back when I get off work.”

“I hope it’s no trouble, after all you’ve done,” said Leigh.

“No trouble,” said Jack.

“Then I’ll buy you dinner. It’s the least I can do,” she said, following him to the door.

Jenny ran over to Jack. “Are you coming back tonight?” she asked, holding on to Bella. Leigh noticed Jenny was sucking her thumb.

“I will, if that’s okay with you,” said Jack, squatting down so he was at eye level with her.

“Yes, Bella wants you to come,” said Jenny, leaning against Jack’s legs.

“Tell Bella I’ll be back.”

“He’ll be back.” She spoke to Bella in baby talk and carried the doll to the sofa and sat down on the edge. Jenny’s eyes were drawn to the television screen.

“I guess you have to come back now,” said Leigh.

“If you promise you’ll rest.”

She nodded and watched him go out the door. His presence did something to her. He was calming, but she also felt like an excited schoolgirl, and she knew the hours would drag until he came back. Whatever was happening, she didn’t care. She needed Jack now more than ever. Leigh had been so utterly alone for so long. Jack was filling the emptiness, the loneliness. She could sense he needed her too. And it didn’t feel wrong. It felt right. The kids felt it too. He was a good man, and she was going to spend as much time as she could with him. Her world felt unstable and empty, and Jack felt solid and grounded, a presence she’d been longing for. She liked the feel of his arm around her. She liked the way he cared for her and her kids. She couldn’t deny the physical attraction, either, the desire she felt.

The phone rang and startled her. It was Garrett. Finally.

Her blood was boiling when she picked up the call. “Where have you been?” she barked into the phone.


Chapter 40
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“Ijust saw your text about Jay. Is he all right?” asked Garrett.

“He’s just fine. As if you care.”

“Of course I care. Just tell me what happened.”

Leigh walked back to the kitchen so Jenny couldn’t overhear. Speaking quietly and doing her best to contain her anger, Leigh told him about Hannah breaking up with Jay and Jay taking the kayak out during the storm. She filled in the details about his rescue and trip to the ER to get him checked out. She finished by telling him Jay was fine, resting in his room, and that Hannah had called him. (But she wasn’t going to tell him about her collapse in the emergency room.)

“That was fucking stupid. What the hell was he thinking?”

“If you were here, maybe you’d know what he’s thinking,” she answered sarcastically.

Garrett was silent for a long time. “I’m sorry you’ve had to deal with all this, but you know I had to work.”

“You always have some excuse.”

She couldn’t hide her anger anymore, and she fought back tears. She hated that she cried when she was mad. It made her feel weak and powerless. But she knew she wasn’t. She used all her willpower to restrain herself from calling him every name in the book.

“Are you all right?” he asked, sounding sincerely concerned.

“It’s been a tough day.” Her voice broke.

“I’m sorry, Leigh. Thank God he’s okay.” He was quiet for a brief moment. “Tell me about Jenny.”

“She’s a trooper, but I can tell she’s upset,” said Leigh, determined to stay in control, but she couldn’t hold back any longer. “Evan sent me a video. Of you and Kristen.”

“What video?” asked Garrett, sounding surprised.

“It’s a video of you visiting Kristen at her condo. What’s that about?”

“I don’t know,” said Garrett, obviously confused. “When did he send that?”

“This morning. While I was at the hospital.” She waited a beat. “Why didn’t you tell me you visited Kristen?”

“I guess it was after her breakup with Evan. She wanted legal advice. It was no big deal,” said Garrett dismissively.

“If it wasn’t a big deal, why didn’t you tell me?” demanded Leigh.

“Kristen didn’t want me to say anything. Maybe she didn’t want you to worry.”

“Sorry, Garrett, but that doesn’t make any sense. Why would I worry?”

“Don’t make this into something it’s not, Leigh,” said Garrett.

“I’m trying to figure out why Evan sent the video to me if it’s nothing,” said Leigh, her voice sharp with anger.

“He’s just being a prick.”

“Yeah, well, maybe he’s a prick, but I see my husband going to see my sister and not telling me, and then her ‘prick’ husband sends me a video. What am I supposed to think?” She hesitated. “And my sister tells me I should just accept the fact that all men cheat.”

“She said that?”

“Yes, she did.”

“I guess Evan has given her every reason to believe it,” said Garrett.

“Maybe,” said Leigh, thinking about Kristen’s words.

“I’m sorry you’re dealing with all this by yourself,” said Garrett. “Look, let me talk to Jay. I’ll call Evan. He shouldn’t be harassing you.”

“Am I going to get more surprise videos?” questioned Leigh, furious.

She waited for his reply. She could tell he was hiding something.

“Leigh, let me deal with Evan. There are things you don’t know about him.”

“Dani told me Evan is dangerous. What don’t I know that you and Dani know?”

There was a long silence on the other end before Garrett answered. “He’s not who he says he is, Leigh. I’ve tried to convince Kristen to finalize the divorce.”

“You talked to her.”

After a long pause, he said, “She came here after she left Midnight Beach.”

“She came to our house?” exclaimed Leigh. “To see you?”

“I didn’t ask her to come,” said Garrett. “She just showed up.” He sounded defensive.

Leigh was stunned. Kristen had gone to see Garrett. “She told me she had a business meeting.” Leigh was trying to make sense of Garrett’s revelation.

“I had no idea she was coming.”

“And you didn’t tell me. Why didn’t you? You knew I was upset.”

“Look, I didn’t want to make things worse.”

“What else haven’t you told me?” She was asking herself the question, not Garrett. “Why are you lying to me?”

“I’m not lying. I just didn’t want to upset you.”

“Lying by omission? Isn’t that what you lawyers call it?” She paused for a beat. “Why is she seeing you? I thought Dani was her attorney.”

“Dani is representing her. I’m advising her as well.”

“Okay, fine.” She was getting pissed. “None of this makes sense. But if you talk to Kristen, have her call me. I can’t reach her, and maybe you don’t know this, but she went to see Trey too.”

“Trey? He saw Kristen?”

“Yes, he called me. She must have gone to see him, too, Garrett. After she left you.” She spit out the words.

“I wonder if she’s been seeing him all along,” said Garrett.

“No, she hasn’t.”

Leigh could tell Garrett was caught off guard by that piece of information.

“Let me talk to Jay.”

She ignored his request. “What about Evan?”

“I’ll handle Evan,” said Garrett. “I’m sorry he upset you. I mean it, Leigh.” He sounded sincere, but why wouldn’t he?

“I’m sorry too.”

She didn’t say what she was thinking. He was a bastard for lying to her. What the hell was going on?

“I love you. Please believe me.”

“I’m trying to believe you, but honestly, I don’t know that I can anymore.” She disconnected.

What the hell had Garrett been doing, seeing Kristen behind her back? If there was nothing wrong, why wouldn’t Garrett tell her? Kristen had secrets, and Garrett had secrets. Was that why Kristen asked if she’d checked his phone? Was she making sure I wouldn’t find out she and Garrett were texting each other? Or worse? Leigh realized she couldn’t trust either her husband or her sister anymore. Was this what betrayal felt like? She’d never felt more alone in her entire life. She had always been able to talk to Kristen, and now she had disappeared. Was she the reason Garrett had been distant and pulling away from her? What else hadn’t he told her? Leigh walked into the powder room, closed the commode lid, sat down, and put her elbows on her knees. She cried until there were no more tears left.

Leigh rinsed her face with cool water, then went into the living room and sat on the sofa next to Jenny.

“Did you get enough lunch, sweetie?” asked Leigh.

Jenny nodded. “Want to play a game?”

“I’d love to,” said Leigh. “What shall we play?”

“Let’s play Sorry. I’ll get the game.”

Jenny ran to the shelves, grabbed the box, and brought it to the coffee table. She and Leigh set up the pieces, and within a half hour, Jenny had won the game. She bounced up and down, and Leigh gave her a congratulatory fist bump.

Afterward, Leigh eased back on the comfortable sofa, and Jenny curled up next to her and fell asleep. Leigh closed her eyes and tried to sleep, but she couldn’t get her mind off the events of the day. Jay’s near drowning, the video from Evan, and the disturbing call from Garrett. Some of the pieces were fitting together, but she still couldn’t understand Garrett’s behavior. Maybe she didn’t want to go there. Whatever had happened or whatever the future brought, she was going to protect her children. Not all lives were as perfect as her life had been with her parents. But she would do her best to shelter her kids from any of the fallout from whatever might lie ahead for them.

Leigh managed to get up without disturbing Jenny and covered her sleeping daughter with a knitted throw. She walked out onto the deck and stood at the railing. The storm clouds had broken apart, and the sun was breaking through, golden rays piercing the clouds and shimmering off the dark, unsettled water. The air was warm, but the humidity was low, and the strong breeze carried the voices of the sunbathers and strollers scattered along the beach. Leigh looked up as a single seagull cawed overhead, flying toward the surf. Fishing for his family. She looked up and down the beach, watching the waves roll onto the sand, powerful but calming in their rhythmic motion. She breathed in the warm salty air. Whatever was ahead, she knew she had the strength to face it. She missed her mom, but she could feel her mom’s spirit and presence inside her, remembering her mom’s words of wisdom that remained forever in her heart. Everything will be all right, Leigh. I promise.


Chapter 41

Sand Lake

Tuesday

Garrett hung up after talking to Leigh. He couldn’t believe Evan had actually sent her the video. What was he trying to accomplish? That bastard! He had crossed the line. Does Evan really believe I can persuade Kristen to sign off on the divorce? After all these months? He didn’t give a shit what Robby was going to do. He was sick of Evan’s fucking threats. But Evan was a game player, a sociopath—someone who got off on hurting people.

He picked up his cell and found the number. Evan’s voice mail answered. “You fucking bastard. You’re going to regret hurting my wife and my family. You’d better watch your back.” Garrett disconnected.


Chapter 42

Fort Lauderdale

Tuesday

She’d never wanted to look at it. Just the thought of it caused excruciating pain, like the sharp blade of a knife twisting in her gut. But now it was time. Kristen knelt down and slid the plastic storage container out of her bedroom closet. When she removed the lid, she saw it—the small box, still beautifully wrapped in the silver Christmas gift wrap and tied with shiny silver ribbon. It had been aptly resting on top of her and Evan’s framed wedding photo. Underneath it were family albums filled with photos of her mom and dad, her grandparents, and her and Leigh when they were little girls. Beneath the albums were her high school yearbook and her leather-bound college diploma. Her pink jewelry box with the twirling ballerina, the one her parents had given her when she turned thirteen, was in there. The jewelry box also held her high school ring, the gold locket her parents had given her when she’d turned sixteen, and her grandma’s wedding band. The box contained everything that had ever mattered to her.

Kristen picked up the gift-wrapped box, cupped it in her hands as though it were a living, breathing thing that needed to be handled with tender loving care, and pressed it against her heart. As she held it tight against her chest, she inhaled a deep breath and squeezed her eyes closed so she wouldn’t cry. She got up off the floor and carried the box to her office. She placed it on her desk, unwrapped it, and removed the image of the sonogram. After scanning the image, she placed it carefully back in the gift box. She looked down at her left hand. She slipped off the emerald-and-diamond ring and placed it in the box with the sonogram. She rewrapped the box and returned it to the storage container. She went back to her computer, opened her email, and clicked Compose:

Dear Evan,

I’d planned to give the original to you when I saw you in San Francisco last year. But I never had the chance. Consider the attached copy a parting gift, one that I cherish, and a souvenir of the happiness we once shared.

Kristen

She attached the image.

Kristen had an errand to run before she sent it. She pulled out the manila envelope, grabbed her purse, and took the elevator to the garage. The FedEx store was about three miles north in a strip mall on Ocean Boulevard. The clerk notarized her signature on the agreement, and she was assured the envelope would be delivered to Dani Levin the following day by 8:00 a.m. She filled out the form with the Prentiss Group address and handed it to the clerk. After paying, she drove home.

As Kristen drove, she remembered how Evan looked when she had last seen him. It was early spring when he’d come to her condo. She hadn’t expected him, and when she opened the door, she was startled by his appearance. He was as handsome as ever, and his eyes were tender with love and regret. He pleaded with her to come back to him. He said he loved her and swore he’d never hurt her again. She wanted to believe him, but she didn’t think she could take another betrayal. She couldn’t be with a man who couldn’t give all of himself to her, who couldn’t love her the way she loved him.

Now she was going to give him all that remained of their love, a remnant, the only thing that continued to ravage her heart. She wanted it to ravage his heart too. She hoped that with each breath he took for the rest of his life, he would never forget the destruction of his selfish act. Maybe sharing the pain would help her survive and move on, away from him forever. Seeing Trey again had caused something inside her to click. Maybe he reminded her of the goodness in the world, and that she deserved to be happy.

When she got back to her condo, she pulled into the garage, parked in her space, and turned off the car. She sat there, forehead resting on the steering wheel, and let the memories of Evan flood through her. She’d loved their life, the intimacies they’d shared, belonging to each other. At least she’d thought they’d belonged to each other. She missed what she thought they’d had, but now she realized it was just a fantasy, a figment of her imagination. Gone forever.

Kristen raised her head, and a faint smile brushed her lips. She couldn’t wait until he opened the email and realized what he’d lost. Not only her but the most precious gift she could have given to him. Her only regret was she wouldn’t see his face when he saw it. She couldn’t wait for him to suffer the way she had.


Chapter 43

Palm Beach Manor

Tuesday

The skies would be clear with light winds. Perfect for the flight tomorrow. Arabel would have been an enjoyable companion, but he needed a little space. She’d been hard to read lately. She still had ties to the Bay Area community, which was not a bad thing for FieldTek. She didn’t ask a lot of questions. All she seemed interested in was the balance sheet, all in the black and steadily growing. The patent approval was slow, but that didn’t matter. FieldTek was a viable, growing corporation, turning a profit even without the patents. He grinned.

Evan had the evening planned, and he wasn’t going to be lonely. He was meeting a friend of a friend for dinner, and afterward he’d invite her to spend the evening with him. He’d enjoy a relaxing night with a lovely young woman. Just thinking of the photo she’d sent him, the one of her breasts, made him hard. He couldn’t wait to touch them. He looked at his watch. Maybe they’d skip dinner. She sounded as eager as he was to get laid. But it was always more pleasurable to have dinner and enjoy the slow build. He enjoyed the anticipation as much as the act itself.

He decided to check his email one more time in case his meeting time tomorrow had changed. When he opened the email, he stared at his inbox. What the hell? Why was Kristen emailing him now? His heart rate increased as he opened it and read the few short lines. She’d already told him to fuck off. Why would she send this over-the-top, sentimental message now? He clicked the attachment. When it came up, he studied the image. It made no sense. Was she trying to retaliate because he had threatened her lover, Garrett? It wouldn’t work. Garrett was playing in the big leagues now.

Evan picked up his cell phone and hit dial. The call went straight to voice mail. Fuck. What would he say to Kristen, anyway? He disconnected without leaving a message. He’d wanted her back, and she’d rejected him so many times. He still missed her, but she’d pushed him to the brink. He wasn’t going to beg. He’d done that before, which was so beneath his dignity. Even though she was the only woman he’d ever truly loved. He’d moved on, and he didn’t want to be reminded of what might have been. If it was a game, she’d made it clear she was finished. She was the one who’d forced him to move on. If only she’d sign the goddamn divorce agreement. The fact that she was with Garrett disgusted him. He would never be there for her. Not the way he would have been. Kristen was an unforgiving, cold-hearted bitch. Her email was just another twist of the knife. Sorry, Kristen. You already said goodbye. He hit delete.


Chapter 44

Midnight Beach

Tuesday

Jay was exhausted after his dangerous adventure, and Leigh was glad he was resting. She had peeked into his room several times and tiptoed quietly away after assuring herself he was okay. Jenny was playing in her room. But Leigh had been restless all day, agitated and upset, especially after Garrett’s phone call. Nothing had been settled between them, and if anything, her doubts about him were stronger than ever. Kristen still wasn’t answering her phone. Leigh couldn’t believe how selfish and unreliable her sister was. But maybe nothing had really changed. She had tired of making excuses for Kristen. Why would she go and see Garrett and not tell her? Garrett’s explanation made no sense. Her distrust of him had been validated. Her husband had lied to her, and thinking about it made her sick to her stomach. Was that why he had been so distant? Or was something else going on? What was the real reason Evan sent her the video? It was beyond Leigh to understand anything right now.

At least she had her children safe and sound, and Jack would be arriving soon. Leigh was glad for the distraction of planning a special thank-you dinner for him. She’d called a local seafood restaurant and ordered takeout, and she’d set the table. The meal, which included grilled salmon and rice, ribs, calamari, salad, French fries, chicken strips, and strawberry cheesecake, would be delivered at 6:00 p.m. She’d showered and dressed in a simple cap-sleeved white T-shirt and cropped jeans, and she took extra time with her makeup. At the last minute, she’d spritzed a little Eau Tendre on her wrists. Why not? She checked herself out in the mirror. She looked okay, except for the dark circles under her eyes. It had been a long day.

Jack had been so wonderful to her and the children. Jenny seemed to have a big crush on him, and she could tell Jay thought a lot of Jack. Leigh liked him too. Maybe too much. She wanted to be with him, and it didn’t feel wrong. Having him as a guest for dinner was the least she could do considering everything he’d done for her family. Plus, he was bringing back the kayak.

While opening the wine, she heard the sound of a car door slamming. She looked out the window and saw the red Midnight Beach SUV with the kayak secured to the roof rack. Leigh ran down the stairs to the garage and opened one of the doors.

“Hey, Jack,” she said.

He was unfastening the kayak from the rack.

“Can I help?”

“Sure,” he said, giving her a nod.

They removed the kayak from the roof rack, carried it into the garage, and hung it on the wall. She liked seeing it back in its usual spot. She closed the garage doors, and he followed her upstairs.

“Sorry if I’m early,” he said, looking at his watch. “I came here straight from work.”

“No, you’re fine,” she said. “The food won’t be here until 6:00 p.m. We can have some wine. Is white okay?”

“Perfect.”

“I ordered a lot of food from the Harbor Grill. I think I went overboard, but I wasn’t sure what you’d like.”

“Sounds great,” said Jack. “I appreciate you asking me.”

Leigh poured the wine, and she overfilled her glass, spilling white wine all over the counter.

“I’m such a klutz,” she said, embarrassed. What’s wrong with me? She hadn’t been this nervous since she was in high school on a first date. She wiped up the spill with a paper towel and tried to regain her composure. “Let’s go out on the deck.”

She picked up the bottle and her glass, and he followed her outside. They sat down next to each other at the umbrella table facing the beach. The sun was starting its evening slide behind the house.

“You’ve had a long day,” she said, looking at him.

His eyes were lowered, then he raised them to look at her. “I’m good. I’m more worried about you.” His eyes narrowed as he looked at her. “You scared me for a minute.”

“I scared myself.” She grinned. “It must have been low blood sugar,” she said, not looking at him, taking a sip of her wine.

“Is Jay okay?” he asked.

“He’s tired but okay. He talked to his dad.” She paused. “And Hannah.”

“All’s right with the world,” said Jack, smiling.

“Let’s hope so,” said Leigh. “I don’t think I can take another breakup.”

“It must be hard being a parent,” said Jack.

“Especially by myself,” said Leigh bitterly.

He looked at her. “I’m sorry.”

“Garrett’s very busy. You know how work is.”

“I don’t know about that,” said Jack, pensive, his eyes focused on hers.

“You like living alone?” she asked, changing the subject.

He smiled. “I don’t live alone.”

She was surprised. “Really?”

“I have a roommate. Alley.” He paused a beat. “My cat.”

She laughed. “I love the name.”

“She was a stray, so the name seemed to fit.”

Leigh stood up and carried her drink to the railing. The wind had picked up, buffeting the umbrella. Jack joined her, elbows on the railing, and looked out at the beach.

“Did you like being in the marines?” she asked, turning sideways to face him.

“Hardest thing I ever did, but the best thing I ever did.”

“Were you in combat?”

He looked into the distance. “It was before 9/11. Things changed after that, but I was fortunate to see parts of the world I never thought I’d see, and I made some good friends. My unit was mostly support, assisting in operations in some not-so-friendly places.”

She sensed he didn’t really want to talk about it. “I guess being a stockbroker was easier.”

“Not as hard as teaching,” he replied, giving her that half smile again, his eyes lingering on her mouth.

“We both like kids,” she said. “What can I say?” She was feeling the wine, and his physical presence near her was having an effect—an unsettling one.

He turned to face her, his blue eyes penetrating hers. “You don’t have to say anything.”

“Your glass is empty.” She walked to the table, grabbed the bottle, and refilled his glass.

“Hi, Jack.” They both looked over and saw Jay standing in the doorway. He was barefoot, wearing baggy gym shorts and a T-shirt. His hair was sticking up in all directions.

“How’re you feeling?” Jack asked.

“Good, thanks.” He looked at Leigh. “Mom, when are we eating?”

Right then, the delivery driver appeared on the deck with two large takeout bags.

“Oh, thank you so much!” Leigh said. “I’ll get my purse.”

Jack and Jay each took a bag while Leigh paid the driver.

“Jay, go get Jenny,” Leigh said.

Leigh arranged the food on the island and watched while Jay and Jack filled their plates. She prepared Jenny’s meal, and they all sat at the dining room table and ate, Jay and Jenny talking nonstop to Jack. She watched as he interacted with them. He and Jay were elbow to elbow, talking about the wave runners. Jay wanted to try one out, and Jack said he’d show him how to use one. Jack promised to take Jenny swimming in the ocean. It felt so natural and comfortable with him there. Maybe it’s the wine?

Leigh had checked her cell phone when she was in the kitchen, and there hadn’t been any calls or messages. But right now she couldn’t control anything outside this house, only herself. She had to accept that reality. At least for now. As she ate she looked up and saw Jack watching her. He gave her a smile and a nod. She nodded back at him, understanding exactly what he meant—that everything was okay, that everything would work out somehow. It was nice not feeling alone. Anymore. It was strange to feel close to someone she hadn’t known very long, yet she felt she had known him forever.

After dinner she and Jack sat on the deck. They’d finished the wine and were sipping B&B.

“I really should leave soon,” he said. “You must be exhausted.”

“I am, but you don’t have to leave,” she said. “Not yet.”

“I’ll stay as long as you want,” he replied.

“Good,” she said, tipsy from the drinks.

She felt him shift his legs under the table, one of them bumping against hers. It was a good feeling, a connection.

“Jack, what’s going on with us?” she asked, looking out at the ocean, then back at him.

He didn’t answer. He stood up and walked to the railing. He leaned his back against it, and she stood up and walked over to face him. He reached for her, pulled her against him, and wrapped his arms around her. She was pressed against him, her face only inches from his. She could feel his response through her jeans, and hot desire flooded her center.

“I think you know,” he said, his breathing ragged.

He dipped his head down toward her and brushed his lips against hers. The kiss was tender, his lips soft and warm, and she responded, kissing him back. He pressed his mouth harder against hers. Then he gently pulled back, inhaled a deep breath, and released her. He stepped away, turned to face the dunes, and took a drink of the brandy. She stood next to him and leaned against him. He placed his arm around her shoulder, tucking her close against his body, keeping her warm in the cool night air. The stars glimmered like bright diamonds in the dark sky overhead.


Chapter 45

Palm Beach Manor

Tuesday

With a gloved hand, the dark figure held the wine bottle up to the recessed light. It was empty. Two wineglasses were sitting side by side on the marble countertop, one with smudges of red lipstick on the rim. A silver serving platter with the dried remnants of cheese, several stale crackers, and an untouched cluster of grapes was sitting next to the glasses.

After carefully placing the bottle back on the counter, the figure made its way from the kitchen down the darkened hallway to the foyer. Moonlight shone through the arched, beveled windows above the double entry doors, glinting off the crystal chandelier. The figure stood motionless, listening, before climbing the staircase to the second floor. The gloved hand slid along the curved banister, each measured footstep muted by the plush white carpet.

After reaching the landing, the figure moved cautiously down the long carpeted hallway before stopping at the last room on the left. The figure slowly opened the door and scanned the bedroom before entering. The dimly lit room was vacant, but the shower was running in the adjoining bathroom. The bed was in disarray, and a duvet was thrown on the floor, a pillow tossed next to it.

The figure walked over to the pillow, picked it up, and took a deep inhale. The fragrance was heavy, a floral-based scent, and very expensive. Red lipstick was smeared on the silk pillowcase. The figure threw the pillow back on the floor and moved toward the bathroom. The door wasn’t fully closed, and a sliver of light etched the carpet. The door opened with a light touch of the gloved hand.

The shower flow was at maximum pressure, the room hot and steamy. A shadowy image washed over the fogged mirror as the figure crept to within two feet of the frosted glass enclosure. The figure watched as the man washed his hair, and the shampoo’s white foam trailed down the middle of his narrow, pale shoulders, falling in a soapy pool near the drain. His head positioned under the spray, his arms moved swiftly to rinse the thick lather out of his hair. The water flowed over his head, muting the sound of the slide being racked.

With rapid motion, the figure opened the shower door, squeezed the trigger, and fired off a single round. The blast echoed in the tight space. The man slumped forward as the bullet tore through his flesh and penetrated his heart. He tried to brace himself upright, his body trembling with effort, but his soapy hands slid down the wall, his body falling in slow motion. Shampoo, blood, and water blended into a pink swirl around the man’s body.

The dark figure closed the shower door, tucked the gun under the loose jacket, and exited the bathroom. It took only a few hurried steps to reach the hallway and then the staircase. After descending, the figure stood still, listening to the silence.

The only sounds came the next morning. They were the piercing screams of the housekeeper when she discovered the dead man’s body in the blood-splattered shower.


Chapter 46

Fort Lauderdale

Wednesday

Kristen was numb. After the police brought her home, she’d collapsed on the bed. It had been hard to look at Evan. When she closed her eyes, all she could see was his lifeless body, lying under the sheet, gone forever. She finally fell asleep, exhausted from the strain.

When she woke up, Kristen stirred herself into action. She hadn’t fully unpacked since she’d returned from the beach. She removed the soiled clothing and packed two pairs of jeans, three T-shirts, sandals, a nightgown, and some undergarments. Her bathing suits were dry, but she rinsed them out in the bathroom sink and hung them over the railing. As she worked she debated whether she should call Leigh but decided against it. She’d text her after she’d figured some things out.

She was now Evan Field’s widow. Money was no longer a problem, but she needed to sort out her life. She’d placed her trust in the wrong people, and she’d gotten burned. She was going to be more careful the next time. Leigh had placed her trust in the wrong person too. Maybe they were more alike than either of them realized. She’d never planned to hurt Leigh. That’s what happens sometimes—when your judgment is impaired by events beyond your control, and you make the wrong choice at the wrong time. Sometimes innocent people get caught in the fallout.

Evan had been a wrong choice. The damage and hurt he’d inflicted on her would one day heal. She had to believe that, or she couldn’t go on. Even good people suffer. Leigh was a good person, and Garrett had made her suffer. Kristen hadn’t meant to cause her sister pain. But Garrett had been convenient and pliable. She hoped her sister would one day forgive her. She rolled the suitcase to the elevator.

The past was behind her, and what happened next, she wasn’t certain. But she knew she’d closed a chapter in her life. For good.


Chapter 47

Sand Lake

Wednesday

Dani was waiting for him when he got off the elevator. She stopped pacing when she saw him.

“You’re late, Garrett.”

He didn’t need her shit. The fight with Leigh had pissed him off, and he’d had too much to drink the previous night. He was furious she hadn’t paid more attention to Jay. But then again, he’d been a teenage boy once, so it wasn’t totally her fault. His head was throbbing, and the three Advil hadn’t kicked in yet.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

He could tell by the expression on her face something big had happened.

“I have some bad news.”

Garrett got a sick feeling in his gut.

“Come to my office.”

He followed Dani down the corridor, passing Amy’s desk. She kept her head down, skipping her usual morning greeting. He must be the only one who hadn’t heard the news. It must be bad. Dani opened the door to her office, letting Garrett go in ahead of her. She followed him in and closed the door. Robby was already there, sitting in one of the chairs, drinking coffee from one of the gold-embossed PG mugs.

Robby looked up as Garrett sat down in the opposite chair, his face a blank slate. Robby’s hair was slicked back, and he was wearing a dark suit, navy tie, and high-gloss shoes, and his gold pinky ring flashed when he brought the coffee mug up to his lips. Dani walked to the coffee carafe, poured a mug, and carried it to Garrett. She sat down on the sofa opposite Garrett and Robby and crossed her legs.

“Gil got a call this morning from one of his FBI friends who works at the Miramar field office.” She paused. “Evan Field was found dead in his home early this morning.”

Garrett leaned back and sucked in a loud breath. “I don’t believe it.”

Garrett turned to look at Robby. He was leaning back in the chair, his right ankle crossed over his left knee. He looked unfazed and detached. What the hell? Robby’s reaction, or lack of reaction, was unnerving. Was Robby involved somehow? Robby was devious, but would he cross the line into doing the unthinkable? Committing murder?

“Gil filled me in on what they know so far,” said Dani, looking down at the legal pad on her lap. “Someone broke into the house late last night. Field was in the shower when he was shot point-blank, they think between 11:00 p.m. and 1:00 a.m. The housekeeper found him around 7:30 a.m. I guess it was pretty bad.”

“Do they have a suspect?” asked Robby.

She looked up. “They have the gun. It was dumped in the shrubs behind the house. It was a ghost gun. They don’t expect to find any prints. No one in the neighborhood saw or heard anything.” She paused. “It looks like he’d entertained someone earlier in the evening. They’re interviewing a young lady. She’s freaked out over the whole thing and is not considered a suspect.”

“Christ,” said Garrett, stunned.

“They’re going through his cell phone. That’s how they located the young woman he was with. Evan was involved with some unsavory business associates. He’s been on the FBI’s radar for a long time.”

Robby looked at Garrett. “Evan’s been transporting illegal drugs in his Cessna. Every time he flies to the Caribbean, he island-hops, fills a couple of suitcases with illegal drugs, flies back to Miami, gives it to a distributor. He’s hands off after that.”

“Shit,” said Garrett, exhaling loudly. He placed an index finger over his mouth, pensive. “I guess they’re going to take a hard look at FieldTek.” He tried to maintain his composure, but bile was burning the back of his throat, and his heart was pounding.

“They will,” said Dani, giving him a cold stare. “I assume you’re unaware of his involvement in drug trafficking.”

He locked his eyes on hers and didn’t blink. “No clue.”

“We knew he was a problem,” she said, shaking her head. “But not this.”

“We did,” said Robby. “But it looks like someone solved our problem.”

She looked at Robby, her eyes cold. “A man’s dead here.”

“Yes, but maybe he deserved it. Think of the shit he’s been into. As long as Prentiss Group’s in the clear, who gives a shit?”

“Kristen will be hurt,” said Dani. “She loved him once. Maybe she still does.”

Garrett looked at Robby. “You filed the dissolution agreement. That should resolve any issues involving Prentiss Group.”

“Maybe,” said Dani. “The timing might be suspect, but you were in town last night. Right?”

“Of course. What are you implying?”

“I’m not implying anything. I just want to keep Prentiss Group out of it. Your involvement with FieldTek was a simple family favor. Right?”

“You know it was, Dani.” He looked over at Robby. Robby looked at him and shook his head. Garrett ignored Robby’s signal. “You need to know something, Dani.”

“Garrett, I think she knows you wouldn’t be involved in anything illegal.” Robby’s eyes shot daggers at Garrett.

“Shut up, Robby. It’s going to come out anyway.”

“What is it, Garrett?” asked Dani.

“Evan was blackmailing me. He has videos of me and Kristen. He wanted me to convince Kristen to sign the divorce agreement, or he’d tell Leigh about my involvement with Kristen.” Garrett let out a deep breath. “That’s it. That’s all I know.” He turned to Robby. “The pictures will be on Evan’s computer, Robby.”

“Fuck you, Garrett. You should have kept your mouth shut.” Robby’s voice was seething with anger.

Dani stood up. “You both knew this and didn’t inform me?” She looked first at Garrett, then at Robby. Her mouth was hanging open, stunned by Garrett’s revelation.

Garrett kept his eyes averted, his head down. “I couldn’t risk you telling Leigh.”

“You’re an asshole, Garrett.” She looked at Robby. “And you knew too.”

“It wasn’t going to affect you at all, Dani,” said Robby, extending his hands, palms up. “If Evan hadn’t gotten killed, it wouldn’t have mattered. It still doesn’t,” he said.

“I had no clue he was involved in anything illegal. I swear to you.” Garrett was adamant.

“The blowback is going to be huge,” she said, pacing around the office. “I can’t believe you risked Prentiss Group.” She looked at Robby. “So that’s why you dissolved the partnership with FieldTek.”

“It was our only recourse,” said Robby. “To protect Garrett. And our group.”

“You’re screwed, Garrett. I’m finished with you both for keeping me in the dark.”

“Dani, this was meant to protect you. I didn’t want you at risk,” said Garrett. He got up and faced her. “You need to understand that.”

“You were protecting yourself, Garrett. I get that. But you fucked up, and you screwed us all.”

“I had no idea Evan was involved in anything illegal.”

She huffed in anger. “True as that may be, he’s fucking dead now.”

“I had nothing to do with that. You must believe me.”

She stared up at the ceiling, then back at Garrett. “You’re no murderer. But damn it, Garrett, how could you get involved with Kristen? How did you let that happen?”

“It doesn’t matter how it happened.” He looked away, ashamed. “I fucked up.”

Dani sat back down on the sofa. “Let’s finish this meeting. You’re calling Leigh, Garrett. You tell her about Evan. I suggest you tell her the rest, but that’s up to you. My concern is for the firm.”

Garrett went back to his chair and sat down. “I’ll call her.” After a beat, he said, “I wonder if someone’s told Kristen.”

“Gil said the police would contact her, since she’s next of kin.” After a pause, she added, “One more thing.” She held up a FedEx mailer and slid the documents out. “This arrived this morning. Kristen signed the divorce agreement.”

She handed it to Garrett. He paged through it and handed it back. “Talk about timing,” he said, looking at Dani. “Shit.”

She slid it back into the envelope. “The divorce can’t be finalized so it’s irrelevant. She’ll still inherit his estate, assuming there’s anything left after the dust settles.”

Garrett thought more about the timing. Where is Kristen?

Robby got up. “I guess there’s nothing else we can do right now.”

Dani stood up and walked over to her desk. “The press may want a statement, but we’re not talking to them.” She continued, “Gil will call me when he has any more information.”

“Sounds like Field pissed off the wrong person,” said Robby nonchalantly, opening the door.

Garrett followed Robby out and headed to his office. He had to inform Leigh about Evan’s death. It would be a shock, and he didn’t want her to hear it on the news. Evan had been a drug dealer and a blackmailer—worse than any of them had imagined. Garrett hoped the damage to Prentiss Group would be minimal. Dani didn’t deserve any fallout. Again he wondered if Robby had done what he’d said he was going to do. Robby’s words kept echoing in his head. “We’re ending this now.”

Nothing Robby did would ever surprise him. He was capable of anything. But right now Garrett didn’t want to know about it. All he wanted to do was talk to Leigh. He had to be the one to break the news to her. And prepare her for possible repercussions because of his involvement with FieldTek. Now that Dani knew about his involvement with Kristen, he had to tell Leigh about the blackmail. He wished he could soften the blow. He’d never wanted to hurt her. But it was too late now.


Chapter 48

Sand Lake

Wednesday

Garrett hoped she would talk to him. It would take him several hours to get to Midnight Beach, and he couldn’t wait that long. Maybe she’d already heard from Kristen. Wherever the hell she is. Garrett sat at his desk, thinking about how he was going to tell Leigh. When the police go through Evan’s phone and computer files, they’ll find the emails and texts, the videos of me and Kristen. He had no idea how many files Evan had of him and Kristen. He was sure there were plenty more. He hadn’t wanted Robby to know how involved he’d been with Kristen. It was ugly and shameful, but he’d lost his head over her. Damn. He ran his hands through his hair.

All this was going to hurt Leigh and destroy his marriage. Dealing with Evan had been one thing. It had made sense at the time. How was Garrett to know Evan was a fraud and involved in God knows how many illegal operations? It would have been only a matter of time before Evan would have been arrested and charged. Someone took care of the loose end. Could it have been someone in Evan’s inner circle?

Robby was the ultimate fixer. Maybe he’d taken care of Evan. Robby made his own rules, and the less Garrett knew, the better. Robby frightened him at times, but Robby needed the Prentiss name too. It had opened plenty of doors. Evan had used him too. He’d been clever, recruiting Garrett as a reputable partner, respected and well known in the Florida business community and an attorney as well. That had been a bonus. How fucking stupid was I?

Garrett picked up his phone and dialed. When Leigh’s face appeared, he felt his heart rip apart. Her softness and beauty overwhelmed him. He ached inside, longing for her. He realized how much he missed and needed her.

“Leigh, can you talk?”

“Hello, Garrett.” Her face was blank.

“I have some news. I wanted you to hear it from me.”

A worried expression swept over her face. “What is it? Is it Kristen?”

“No, I haven’t heard from her. I thought you might have.”

“No, I haven’t. What’s going on?”

He blurted it out. “Evan was shot last night. He’s dead.”

Leigh shook her head. “No!”

“I wanted you to know before you heard it on the news.”

“Oh my God. What happened?” She covered her mouth with her hand.

“He was shot in his home. He was alone.”

“Garrett, how horrible. Was it a robbery?”

He wasn’t going to tell her any of the information he’d learned about the drug trafficking. Not until he knew more.

“The police are investigating, and they haven’t ruled anything out.” He paused. “I’m so sorry I hurt you, Leigh,” he said, a catch in his throat. He watched her face for a reaction.

Her mouth turned down, and her eyes narrowed. “It’s not that you hurt me, Garrett. You hurt our kids. You’ve been withdrawn from us for a long time.”

“I know, Leigh. It’s my fault. I never meant to hurt you or our kids.” He stopped. “But I need to tell you about Evan.”

“What about Evan?”

“It’s about his company, FieldTek. I helped him set up the corporation in exchange for a ten percent equity partnership. Now there may be some problems.”

“Are you in trouble?”

“I don’t think so,” he said. “Look, it’s complicated, but I should have shared all this with you. It just didn’t seem important at the time.”

“When were you going to tell me?”

“Honestly, I had no reason not to tell you.”

“But you didn’t. And now Evan’s dead. It seems there’s been a lot you haven’t told me.” She was pressing her lips together in anger.

“I should have. I was wrong not to tell you.” He paused. “Evan was blackmailing me. That’s why he sent the video to you.”

“Blackmailing you?”

“He had videos of me with Kristen. He wanted me to convince Kristen to sign the divorce agreement, or he’d send the videos to you.”

“No, that can’t be true. How many videos did he have?” She spat out the words, her eyes flashing anger.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But you have to believe I never meant to hurt you. Kristen only wanted me to help her. You’re all that matters to me.”

“Garrett, I can’t believe you’re telling me all this. You’ve been seeing Kristen behind my back?”

“It wasn’t like that,” he said. “We only had a few meetings, and Evan videotaped us. It meant nothing.” He paused. “And the irony is Kristen signed the divorce agreement. Dani got the paperwork this morning.”

“Has she heard from Kristen?”

“No. With Evan dead, the divorce won’t be finalized.” He hesitated. “There’s something else you need to know. Kristen had a miscarriage when she was in San Francisco last year.” After a beat, he added, “When she found Evan with Arabel.”

“What? Oh my God!” exclaimed Leigh. “She never told me.” She held her hand over her mouth. “My poor sister.”

“I’m sorry, Leigh. It’s a lot for all of us to take in.”

“Yes, a lot,” said Leigh, crying. “But she told you and not me.”

“She didn’t want you to be upset.”

“She just wanted to manipulate you, Garrett. And you fell for it.” Leigh was yelling at him. “There probably wasn’t a baby. She just twisted you around her little finger!”

“Maybe you’re right,” he said, trying to stay calm but thinking about everything Kristen had told him. “But I don’t think so. She was pretty unstable when I talked to her.”

Leigh didn’t answer him. She was hanging her head, crying.

“Where are the kids?” he asked, hoping they weren’t hearing her.

“Jay’s at lifeguard training. Jenny’s at day camp,” she mumbled, looking away from him, wiping her eyes with her fingers.

“I need to come there so we can talk this through.” He swallowed hard. “I need you.” Tears pooled in his eyes.

“Don’t come now.” She waited a moment. “Just so you know, I’m staying here all summer. With the kids.” She blurted it out.

He looked away, then directed his gaze back to her. “We need to talk, Leigh.”

“I don’t want to talk to you. Not now!”

“When?”

“I don’t know. I think there’s a lot more you’re not telling me.” He could see wet streaks on her cheeks.

Amy knocked on the door and stepped in. She motioned he had a call. She closed the door.

“I’m sorry, Leigh, I have to go. May I call you later?”

She disconnected without answering.

Garrett turned his chair to look outside. The day was beautiful. The sun was high in the sky with no clouds. He wiped the tears from his eyes with the palm of his hand. If he lost Leigh, he didn’t know how he could go on. He had to somehow reach her. If it wasn’t too late.


Chapter 49

Midnight Beach

Wednesday

“Kristen, where are you?” Leigh spoke the words out loud as she hung up the phone.

Leigh leaned her head back against the sofa and closed her eyes. She wished she could sleep, but she couldn’t shut down her out-of-control thoughts. She massaged her temples with her fingertips, trying to ease the pounding headache. If only her sister would contact her. Leigh had tried calling every hour, hoping Kristen would answer her. But she hadn’t.

Why would her sister just disappear? And now with Evan dead—murdered—Leigh was frightened for Kristen. Leigh understood now more than ever why Kristen hadn’t seemed quite like herself when she’d been at the beach. The underlying heartbreak she’d suffered after losing the baby must have been unbearable. And her desire to hurt Evan. It all fit. Leigh wished Kristen had been able to share the loss of her baby with her. Maybe Kristen was too upset to talk about it. It must have been a bittersweet visit, to be with children and not have her own baby to love and hold in her arms. It was unimaginable what Kristen had gone through and was still going through. All alone.

The only hope Leigh had was that Kristen could find comfort with Trey. But where was she? Hopefully Trey could find her, or the police could locate her. They’d want to talk to her after Evan’s murder. Murder! She could hardly believe it. That happens only to other people. At least Garrett had the courtesy to let her know. He seemed remorseful over what he’d done. She was certain he had more secrets. It wasn’t like him to keep information about Kristen from her. For no reason. There must be more to their relationship, even though she couldn’t believe Garrett or Kristen would betray her that way.

Why was Garrett with Kristen? He hadn’t convinced Leigh there wasn’t more to it. Kristen had to be mentally unbalanced to be with Garrett. What the hell was she thinking? Whatever she was doing, it wasn’t normal. Why did this all happen now? Leigh hated to even think Kristen might be involved in killing Evan. She would never do that. She just couldn’t. But she might be so distraught, the way she talked about getting as much money out of Evan as she could get, including half of FieldTek, maybe she’d slipped over the edge. With him dead she’d get everything. Leigh shuddered. She just couldn’t go there. Not Kristen.

Leigh couldn’t stop her disturbing thoughts. Garrett said Evan was dangerous. Leigh was afraid for Kristen and for Garrett. As much as he’d hurt her and their children, she wanted him to be okay. If he or Prentiss Group was hurt, then her children would be hurt. She felt protective of Garrett, but sometimes you can’t walk away from mistakes. You have to own them. It was all too much for her to sort out. She couldn’t make other people do the right thing. She kept trying to process everything Garrett had told her. The answer she kept coming back to was clear. She didn’t believe Garrett or trust him. Without trust, what did they have? It couldn’t be called a marriage.

Leigh looked at her watch. She’d pick up Jenny soon, then Jack would bring Jay home. She hoped Jack would stay. She needed to talk to him. She needed him, period. She felt comforted by his presence, and she knew she was falling for him. Maybe it was a schoolgirl crush, created by need, but she didn’t think so. Whatever it was, it felt good and right. With all the tumult surrounding her and her family, she still couldn’t stop thinking of how it felt when he’d kissed her and held her in his arms. It felt the way love is supposed to feel, as though you suddenly realize you have found what you were looking for all your life.


Chapter 50

Sand Lake

Wednesday

Dani stepped out of her Lexus and crossed the parking lot. The late afternoon sun was blazing, radiating from the blacktop like a furnace. Sweat was dripping down the back of her neck by the time she reached the entrance to the police station. Gil had called and asked her to come to the station ASAP. He had some news he needed to tell her in person. A few uniformed officers she knew greeted her, and Dani said hello. She was a familiar face at the station, and it was no secret she and Gil were engaged.

Dani walked down the tiled hallway and took the stairs to the second floor. As she walked toward his office, she decided she wanted to be a cop in her next life. Divorce cases could be dirty and emotionally draining. The law was black and white, with no negotiating a settlement or reconciliation.

Dani stopped at Gil’s office. Gil stood up, greeted her with a warm embrace, and stepped back. “Can you believe this shit?” He put his hands on his hips, shaking his head. He sat back down at his desk.

“No, I can’t,” said Dani, her mouth twitching. She sat down in the chair facing his desk. “Why don’t you tell me what you know, then I’ll fill you in on what I know.”

“I got a heads-up from Agent Fertel in Miami. He filled me in on the details of Kristen’s and Trey’s statements. It looks like Kristen was as surprised about Evan’s drug involvement as we were. She and Trey were once an item, and they’ve reconnected.” He paused for a beat. “She appears pretty shaken up, according to the interrogating officer.”

“What about the killer? Do the police know anything?”

“It appears Evan had disclosed information about the cartel’s commodity to someone. He has photos of a warehouse on his phone. Bottom line is, Evan couldn’t keep a secret, and the cartel sealed his lips permanently.”

“A professional hit?”

Gil nodded. “His accountant, Bruno Taggert, was picked up at Miami International Airport. He was given immunity, so he’s spilling his guts. Apparently Evan kept him in the dark about the illegal nature of his business operation. When Taggert found out, he was pissed. He thought Evan was legitimate, and when he caught on to what Evan was involved in, he wanted no part of it. He has a record.”

“Do they think Bruno killed him?” asked Dani, raising her eyebrows.

“No, he’s small time, but he has a felony record for tax evasion.”

“All this is hard to believe,” said Dani, shaking her head. “What happens next?”

“That’s up to the feds. But I think they’re certain the killer’s long gone. The investigation will remain open, but unless other evidence turns up…”

“What about Arabel?” asked Dani. “She had to know Evan was dirty.”

“She was in San Francisco when he was murdered. The authorities have questioned her. She made it clear she hated Evan, and when she left, she took most of her belongings with her.”

“I guess she was leaving him for good.”

“Bruno told the cops he’d warned Arabel that Evan was a drug dealer and a two-timer. So she split. I guess Bruno had a soft spot for Arabel.”

“Did you ever see her?” asked Dani, smirking. “You’ll have to check out her Facebook page.” Dani leaned back in the chair and crossed her arms.

“I don’t want to look at some other hot babe. I’ve got my own.” He grinned. In a serious tone, he said, “What about Evan’s estate?”

“I’ll refer Kristen to an attorney in Fort Lauderdale. That will all get sorted out in time, after the feds are finished with their investigation.” Dani stared at the opposite wall, her thoughts in high gear. “I need to tell you something.”

“What is it?”

“Evan was blackmailing Garrett. He knew Garrett was seeing Kristen. He videotaped them together, and he told Garrett he’d send Leigh the tapes if Garrett didn’t convince Kristen to sign the divorce agreement.”

“You’re fucking kidding me,” said Gil, his eyes narrowed.

“Garrett told me this morning. And Robby knew too. The bastards. Garrett didn’t want me to find out after the fact. I guess the FBI will find the videos of Garrett—and God knows what else.”

“I can’t believe he’d get involved with Kristen.”

“She’s unstable. She lost the baby, asked Garrett for support, and one thing led to another.”

“That’s pretty fucking bad, Dani.”

“Leigh’s going to be devastated.” She took a breath. “I don’t believe Garrett was involved in anything illegal. But the shit could hit the fan with our group. Garrett permanently crossed a line with me.”

“You have some decisions to make.” He bit his lip, deep in thought.

“I’m not doing anything right now. Once the investigation is over, I’ll have to decide how to deal with Garrett. I can’t have my career jeopardized.”

Gil got up out of his seat. He walked around the desk and pulled Dani out of her chair. “I’m sorry, Dani.”

“Thanks, Gil,” she said. “I can’t believe what Garrett and Robby did.”

“I’ll do anything I can to help you.”

She looked into his eyes. He kissed her lightly on the lips, and she stretched her arms around his wide shoulders and leaned into him. She opened her mouth to his, her lips soft and wet. He groaned and pulled her closer.

“You’re distracting me,” said Gil, bending his head to nuzzle her neck.

She pulled away and pecked him on the lips. “Guess we have some work to do first.”

“Let me know about Leigh,” said Gil, his face turning serious.

“I will.”

Dani walked out to her car. She dreaded calling Leigh, but she had to tell her the news. So much had happened. She didn’t know if Kristen and Leigh’s relationship would ever be the same. She hoped they could at least be civil, but Leigh had been hurt terribly. Time heals all wounds. But maybe not. Sometimes the scars are painful reminders and never let you forget.


Chapter 51

Midnight Beach

Wednesday

The phone rang. Thank God it’s Dani.

“I’m so glad you called. Have you heard from Kristen?” asked Leigh.

“Can you talk a minute?” asked Dani.

Leigh put her purse down and sat on the sofa. Jenny would have to wait. “What’s going on?”

“It looks like Evan was involved with some bad people, Leigh. It’s still an ongoing investigation, but Gil said it looks like a professional hit.”

“I can’t believe it. It seems impossible,” she said, overwhelmed by the shock of what Dani had said.

“Kristen had to identify Evan’s body this morning. She and Trey have talked to the police. Gil says they’ve reconnected.”

“At least she has Trey for support.” Leigh couldn’t believe all this had happened. “I’m sorry for her, Dani. I truly am; you know that,” said Leigh, hesitating. “But I can’t believe what she did, being with Garrett behind my back.”

“I know.”

“Did you know?” asked Leigh. After a long silence, she said, “Be my friend, please.”

“I wondered; I’ll be honest. She seemed to gravitate to Garrett.”

“That’s an understatement,” said Leigh, sarcasm dripping from her voice.

“I can’t soften this for you,” said Dani. “I’m going to refer Kristen to another attorney to handle Evan’s estate. Someone local in Fort Lauderdale. It would be unethical for me to have any involvement with her. It’s better for the firm if I stay as distanced as possible.”

“You don’t think Kristen was involved, do you?” She hesitated. “In Evan’s death?”

“I don’t believe so. The evidence doesn’t point to her.”

“Dani, I feel I’m living in a bad dream,” said Leigh, gulping back a sob. “Garrett has hurt me, and so has Kristen. It’s like my world is upside down.”

“I can’t imagine what you’re feeling,” said Dani. “I can come down if you want. You know that.”

“No, don’t come. The kids are keeping me busy, and Jack is bringing Jay home. He’s been wonderful.”

“I’m glad you have someone with you.”

“He has helped Jay so much, especially when Jay was missing,” said Leigh. “Jack was involved in the rescue and drove me and Jenny to the hospital.”

“I hope to meet him sometime,” said Dani.

“You will,” said Leigh. “My feelings about Kristen are so confused. I don’t hate her, Dani, but I feel she’s a stranger I can no longer trust.”

“I get it,” said Dani. “You’re dealing with a lot.”

“Everything I believed in is gone.” She began to cry. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to cry. It’s all I’m doing lately.”

“It’s understandable,” said Dani. “I can talk as long as you want.”

Leigh looked at her watch. “I need to pick up Jenny.”

“I’ll call you tonight, okay?”

“Okay,” said Leigh. “Thank you for everything, Dani. I couldn’t get through this without you.”

“We’ll talk tonight.”

“Thank you. You’re so dear to me.”

They disconnected.

Garrett and Kristen had been together behind Leigh’s back. How could they do that to me? Her world had been changed forever, and nothing would ever be the same.

Betrayals are unforgivable.


Chapter 52

Midnight Beach

Wednesday

After cleaning up the kitchen, Leigh and Jenny walked down to the beach. Jack was playing volleyball with Jay, Adam, and three other teens who were vacationing at the beach. Jack was surprisingly good, and every time he jumped up to spike the ball over the net, Jay ran over and gave him a high five. Leigh and Jenny clapped and cheered when he scored points. Leigh was glad Jay wasn’t embarrassed by Jack. They’d spent a lot of time talking, one-on-one, after Jay’s rescue. They both laughed about it, and Jack didn’t bring it up. It was good that Hannah was back in the picture. Jay wanted her to come to the beach and visit. Leigh hadn’t told the kids she planned to stay at the beach all summer. That discussion would have to come later.

After the game Jay stayed at the beach with his friends, and Jack walked with her and Jenny back to the house. Jenny was chattering away. Leigh loved the fact that Jenny had a crush on Jack. He was playful, like an uncle, and even held her dolls whenever she asked. All the heartache and turmoil of the past week had been almost too much. Jack was the distraction they all needed, and Leigh was grateful for his presence in their lives.

Leigh took Jenny upstairs to play in the bathtub and get ready for bed while Jack watched television. Jenny was exhausted from day camp and swimming lessons. After reading a story, Leigh tucked Jenny in and kissed her good night.

“I’m glad you could stay this evening,” she said, sitting next to Jack on the sofa.

He turned down the volume on the television. “I’m glad you asked me to stay,” he said, taking her hand and squeezing it.

“How about some wine?”

“That’d be great.”

She got up, and he followed her into the kitchen. She pulled a bottle of red wine off the built-in wine rack on the counter. “How about merlot?”

“Anything’s fine,” he said. “May I help?”

She got the wine glasses while he uncorked the bottle. He slowly poured the aromatic red liquid into the glasses. Both of them turned when they heard footsteps on the deck.

“May I come in?”

Garrett opened the door and walked into the family room.

“Garrett, what are you doing here?” Leigh stared at him like he was an apparition.

“I guess I should have called.”

Leigh walked into the family room, leaving Jack in the kitchen. “I think you should have. I really don’t think you should have come.”

“I needed to see you, Leigh.”

Garrett had a puzzled look on his face when he spotted Jack in the kitchen.

“Excuse me, Garrett. This is Jack McDermott. He’s the waterfront safety manager. He helped find Jay when he was missing in the storm.”

Jack walked over, holding his wineglass. “Nice to meet you,” said Jack, extending his hand. Garrett shook Jack’s hand, then turned his back to him.

“Can we talk, Leigh? Alone?”

“I need to go anyway,” said Jack. He set the wineglass on the coffee table. “Tell Jay I’ll pick him up at nine.”

Leigh looked at Jack and nodded okay. “I’ll walk you out.” She turned to Garrett. “I’ll be right back.”

Leigh followed Jack out onto the deck. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know he was coming.”

“Are you okay?” he asked, concerned.

“I have to talk to him,” said Leigh. “Considering everything that’s happened.” She’d already told Jack about Evan’s murder and Garrett’s involvement with Kristen.

He started down the steps but turned back to look at her. “Call me if you need to talk.”

Standing at the top of the stairs, she reached for his hand, and he grasped hers and held on to it tightly before releasing it. “Thank you,” she whispered, watching him until he got to the bottom of the stairs. He turned and waved goodbye.

Leigh took a deep breath before going back inside. Garrett was in the kitchen pouring a glass of wine. He brought it over to the family room. She stood there in a daze, not believing he was there. The lights were off in the living room, and she left them off. Somehow being in the dark made it easier to talk to him.

“What’s going on with him?” asked Garrett with a surly tone.

“He’s a friend,” said Leigh. “He’s been great with Jay.”

He sat down on the sofa and looked around the room like he didn’t recognize his own home. “Please sit down with me.”

She didn’t move. “You should have called,” she said, her voice curt.

“Since when do I have to call my wife and tell her I’m coming to our beach house?” he demanded.

“Since you lied to me.”

There was a long silence before he spoke. “I had that coming.”

“Kristen still hasn’t called me. I guess she has a lot on her mind.” Leigh snorted out a laugh.

“Have you told the kids about Evan?” asked Garrett.

“Not yet.” She took her time answering. “I don’t want to upset them.”

“Where are the kids?” he asked, looking around.

“Jenny’s upstairs, asleep, and Jay’s out with his friends.”

“I miss them,” he said, staring down into the glass, his voice breaking.

“They miss you too, but they’re busy and having fun.”

“I’m glad,” said Garrett.

He stared at her. “I’m sorry, Leigh. For everything.”

“I know, Garrett.”

He was quiet for a long time. “Please don’t throw our marriage away.”

“I didn’t. You did.” Her voice was cold.

“I made a mistake, Leigh. I was wrong,” he said, his voice pleading. “I’m asking you to forgive me.”

“It’s hard to forgive someone who knowingly hurt you. You and Kristen were together behind my back.” Her disbelief hung in the air. “You’re smart, Garrett. Why did you let this happen?”

He took a long gulp of the wine. “Kristen came to me and asked me to help her. I didn’t know she was so messed up about the baby. It was all a big fucking mistake.”

“Yes, it was.” She paused. “How would you feel if I’d done the same thing to you? You betrayed us, our marriage, everything we had.” She turned away from him as tears sprang from her eyes. “You betrayed me with my sister. That’s sick, Garrett. Twisted and sick.”

“God, Leigh.” He got up and stood next to her. “I’m so sorry.”

She folded her arms over her chest. “I knew, Garrett. A long time ago. You’ve been distant. I thought you’d come back to me or tell me what was wrong.” She paused. “I waited, Garrett.”

“Please look at me.”

“I can’t.” She sobbed, her shoulders shaking. “Please leave.” She struggled to say the words.

“Please let me stay,” he begged. “At least let me see Jay.”

She turned and looked at him. “He’s down at the beach with his friends. Jenny’s asleep, if you want to peek in. Just don’t wake her.” She struggled to talk.

“I won’t.”

Garrett walked over to Leigh and tried to put his arms around her, but she jerked away from his grasp. “Please, Leigh.”

“Please what? Understand?” She shook her head, her face in a grimace. “I can’t!”

Not answering, he crossed the room and walked slowly up the steps. A few minutes later, he came back down.

“She’s an angel,” he said, obviously choked up.

“Yes.” Leigh was sitting on the sofa, her legs crossed.

“I guess I’d better leave,” said Garrett. “Will you tell Jay I love him?”

“I will,” said Leigh, her voice shaky.

“I love you, Leigh.” He stared at her, but she didn’t answer.

She watched as he walked out the door, then she bent forward, put her head in her hands, and burst into guttural, uncontrollable sobs.


Chapter 53

Midnight Beach

September

The wind whipped against the newspaper as Leigh read the article: “Murder Investigation Ends.”

“I guess that’s it,” she said, folding the paper and handing it back to Dani.

Dani stuck the newspaper in her beach tote and grabbed a bottle of water. “Gil just hopes they catch the suppliers.”

“Kristen got caught up in who she thought Evan was,” said Leigh. “I guess we were all fooled.”

“Have you talked to her?” asked Dani, sweeping her hair off her face.

“No,” said Leigh, looking out at the water. “I’m not ready.”

“How are you doing, really?”

“I’m fine, and the kids seem okay,” she said, leaning back on her elbows. “Jenny’s excited about staying here and going to school. Jay’s staying with his dad in Sand Lake. He wants to be with his friends during his senior year.”

“That’s understandable.”

“His dad bought him a car, so Jay can come here on the weekends if he wants.” She added, “I told him his friends could come and stay anytime.”

“I think you’re doing the right thing.” She looked at the water. “I like Jack.”

“He’s wonderful,” said Leigh.

She turned her head to look at Jack and Gil, who were standing in ankle-deep water, talking. They’d been swimming with Jay and Adam, body surfing like teenagers. She turned to check on Jenny. She was playing in the sand with Amelia, a little girl she’d met at her new school. Amelia’s parents were sitting under a nearby umbrella.

Dani leaned over close to Leigh. “Has he said the L word yet?”

“We both have,” said Leigh, giggling like a teenager.

Suddenly Jack and Gil ran up to the umbrella, kicking up sand all over Dani and Leigh.

“Hey! What are you doing?” exclaimed Dani, brushing sand off her arms and chest.

Gil grabbed her hand, tugging until she got up, and he dragged her across the beach and into the water. She screamed and tried to pull away, but he scooped her up in his arms, carried her into the water, and threw her high in the air. Dani hit the water with a splash and disappeared under a big wave. When her head popped out of the water, she started splashing Gil. He picked her up again, and she clung to his waist, and he carried her farther out into chest-deep water. Dani squealed every time a wave washed over them.

Jack sat down under the umbrella next to Leigh. “Wanna get in the water?”

“Sure,” said Leigh, taking off her sunglasses. “By the way, Dani likes you. You have her seal of approval. Not an easy accomplishment.”

“I only care if you like me,” said Jack.

“I like you too,” said Leigh, leaning over and kissing his mouth.

“I want more of those,” said Jack when she abruptly pulled away.

“How about tonight when the kids are asleep?” she teased, flirting with him.

“It’s a deal.” He grabbed her hand. “Come on.”

“Wait a minute.” She called to Jenny, “I’ll be right back!”

Jenny didn’t look up. “Okay, Mom.”

She and Jack ran into the water, both diving in and swimming out to the breakers. They stood with their backs to the waves, jumping each time a wave washed over them. He pulled her close to him, and they hugged and kissed, his mouth tasting cool and salty.

He pressed his mouth to her ear and whispered, “I love you, Leigh.”

She smiled at him and pushed her wet hair away from her face, her cheeks pink from sunburn. “I love you too, Jack.”

“I didn’t know it could be like this.” His voice was a low growl as he wrapped his strong arms all the way around her, his face resting against hers.

She looked at him, amazed at the intensity of her feelings for this man. It was like a dream. She’d felt something magical when she first saw him in Landon’s. She believed he felt it too.

“Neither did I,” she said, kissing his cheek. Everything they did felt natural and real, like they’d always been together.

“Will you go to Dani and Gil’s wedding with me? They want you to come.”

“If they’ll come to our wedding.” His eyes captured hers and held them.

She looked at him, not sure she’d heard him correctly. “Do you know what you just said?”

“Yes, I know,” he said, his face serious.

“Can we get married here? On Midnight Beach?”

He smiled. “Where else?”

She held on to him, and they stayed intertwined until another wave knocked them off balance, and they tumbled beneath the swirling water. They surfaced at the same time, laughing as the water rushed around them.

Leigh turned over and floated on her back with Jack next to her. She closed her eyes and listened to the soothing beach sounds, the children’s excited voices carrying across the water, the wild birds calling to one another. The sadness of the last months had been overwhelming. Leigh knew she would never forget but she could forgive, and with faith and courage, move forward to a better place, the place she was meant to be. What is that Wordsworth poem? “We will grieve not, rather find strength in what remains behind.”

“Leigh!” Jack grabbed her and pulled her against him, just as a giant wave crashed over them.

They came up for air and swam together toward the shore.


Epilogue

The Poconos

December

Kristen had planned every detail of their holiday wedding. She chose white poinsettias for the sanctuary and white pew bows to decorate the aisle. Christmas trees with white lights framed the altar, filling the church with the fragrant scent of evergreen. She wore a long-sleeve white lace sheath dress and pearl drop earrings, her hair in a loose bun with soft tendrils flowing freely around her face. She carried a bouquet of white roses with red holly berries. Trey looked handsome in a charcoal gray suit with a holly berry boutonniere. They invited close friends and family, including Trey’s parents and his brother, Aiden, who was his best man. Kristen’s best friend, Lisa, served as her matron of honor.

Kristen had sent Leigh an invitation, but Leigh had emailed her regrets and wished Kristen and Trey the best. That was more than she’d expected.

Everything had changed between them since Leigh’s perfect world had fallen apart. Maybe one day they’d become close again, but Kristen didn’t expect anything to change, at least not anytime soon. Leigh had to blame someone for her failed marriage, so it was natural she would blame Kristen. Leigh had always taken everything for granted, including her children. Now Kristen was glad Leigh hadn’t been there. Her presence would have been a painful reminder of the past. Kristen didn’t want anything to spoil her wedding day, the beginning of her life with a man who loved her and would keep his promises.

The ceremony had been beautiful and intimate. Kristen’s eyes filled with tears when Trey placed the diamond wedding band on her finger. After the minister pronounced them husband and wife, Trey wrapped her in his arms and kissed her. Kristen had never been happier. They left immediately following a wedding brunch for their honeymoon in the Poconos.

The Peaks Resort was just as she remembered. The snow-covered mountains, the rustic ski lodge, the glass-enclosed pool at the base of the slopes—all the ambience of a luxurious mountain retreat. Trey had been so thoughtful. When he made the reservation, he’d requested the same suite they’d stayed in when they’d been there before. The suite was idyllic for a honeymoon, with a stone fireplace, sauna, bathroom of Carrera marble and Pennsylvania bluestone, and a balcony with a breathtaking view of the ski slopes.

Every moment with Trey filled Kristen with joy, and she was grateful to have such a wonderful husband. She and Trey spent every day skiing, and every night they drank champagne under the stars on their balcony and afterward curled up next to the fireplace to get warm.

On the third night of their stay, they dined at the Embers, the resort’s acclaimed five-star restaurant. At a candlelit table in the soft glow of a crackling fire, they drank pinot noir and shared an appetizer. While waiting for their main course, Kristen excused herself. She went to the ladies’ room, entered one of the stalls, and removed the burner phone from her purse. She waited until she was alone before placing the call. After three rings, a woman answered.

“I guess things are going well.”

“Better than I’d hoped. And you?” asked Kristen.

“Better than I’d hoped.” The woman’s laugh was deep and throaty.

“Thank Bruno for me.”

“I will.”

Kristen disconnected, deleted the call history, and stuck the phone back into her purse. She’d dispose of it in a stream adjacent to one of the trails when she was skiing the next day. She flushed the toilet, washed her hands, and sat at one of the mirrored vanity tables in the lounge. Her green eyes sparkled in the reflection as she touched up her lipstick. Her lips curved upward in a sly smile. Maybe tonight I’ll get pregnant.

Just like her mom used to say: Everything will be all right, Kristen. I promise.
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